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Abstract 

Book festivals provide a tantalising instance of the overlapping cultural, social and economic 

dimensions of contemporary literary culture. This article proposes the application of a new 

conceptual framework, that of game-inspired thinking, to their study. Game-inspired thinking 

uses games as metaphors that concentrate and exaggerate aspects of cultural phenomena in 

order to produce new knowledge about their operations. It is also an arts-informed 

methodology that offers a mid-level perspective between empirical case studies and abstract 

models. As a method, our Bookfestivalopoly and other games focus attention on the material, 

social and ideological dimensions of book festivals. In particular, they confirm the presence 

of neoliberal pressures and neocolonial inequalities in the “world republic of letters.” Our 

research thus makes a contribution to knowledge about the role of festivals within 

contemporary literary culture, and provides a model for researchers of cultural phenomena 

who may want to adopt game-inspired, arts-informed thinking as an alternative to traditional 

disciplinary methods. 

Résumé 

Les festivals du livre offrent un exemple attirant du chevauchement culturel, social et 

économique des dimensions de la culture littéraire.  Cet article propose l'application d'un 

nouveau cadre conceptuel à leur étude, celui de la réflection inspirée par le jeu. La réflection 

inspirée par le jeu utilise le jeu comme une métaphore qui concentre et exagère certains 

aspects de phénomènes culturels culturels afin de produire de nouvelles connaissances envers 

leurs opérations. Il s'agit aussi d'une méthodologie informée par les arts qui offre une 

perspective à mi-chemin entre études de cas empiriques et modèles abstraits.  En tant que 

méthode, nos Bookfestivalopoly et autres jeux concentrent l'attention sur les dimensions 

matérielles, sociales et idéologiques des festivals du livre. En particulier, ils confirment la 

présence de pressions néolibérales et d'iniquités néocoloniales dans <la république mondiale 

des lettres>. C'est ainsi que notre recherche fait une contribution à la connaissance du rộle des 
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festivals dans la culture littéraires contemporaine, et offre un modèle pour les rechercheurs de 

phénomènes culturels qui aimeraient adopter une approche inspirée par le jeu et les arts en 

alternative aux traditionnelles méthodes disciplinaires. 

 

 

__________________________________________________________ 

The rise of the book festival in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has provided 

scholars with a rich opportunity to study the overlapping cultural, social and economic 

dimensions of contemporary literary culture. As events that bring together authors and 

readers, the origins of book festivals stretch backwards to live literary events held in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century.2 The rise of the book festival itself can be traced to 

the immediate post-war period in the UK, and the establishment of the Cheltenham Literature 

Festival in 1949. The same year, the Edinburgh Festival (of Music and Drama) was 

inaugurated, and an International Writers’ Conference joined the cultural billing in 1962, with 

a regularly held festival from 1983 onwards.3 In Australia, the Adelaide Writers’ Week was 

inaugurated in 1960; in Canada the Toronto International Festival of Authors began in 1980.4 

Since then, festivals have proliferated to become highly visible features of contemporary 

book culture, with media discourse frequently presenting them as a location for considered 

public discussion and political debate, a liberal arena where bookishness reigns. As a British 

newspaper blithely notes of the Hay Festival, “it doesn’t really matter where it takes place; 

Hay is about conversation, ideas, thoughts large and small.”5 For authors, opportunities for 

increased sales and prestige can be offset by anxiety about public exposure. Their accounts of 

festivals range in tone from rueful, to acerbic, to entertaining.6 

 

As scholarly research objects, literary festivals are complex events that lend themselves to 

interdisciplinary approaches and experimental methodologies. Research on literary festivals 

has often adopted a cultural sociology approach influenced by Pierre Bourdieu’s model of the 
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field of literary production.7 Such research conceptualises the book festival as a site that, in 

Millicent Weber’s words, “signifies and actively reproduces the tensions and debates in the 

literary field more broadly.”8 These tensions include the interplay of cultural and economic 

capital, especially through an intensification of the meet-the-author culture that characterises 

contemporary book marketing.9  

 

Bourdieu’s model has been extended by researchers looking to account for the complexity of 

book festivals. Beth Driscoll has argued that festivals belong to the middlebrow, a cultural 

formation under-theorised by Bourdieu, due to their combination of art and commerce, 

mediated events, and predominantly middle-class female audiences.10 Festivals also increase 

the porosity of the borders of the literary field by facilitating interaction between the book 

trade and adjacent media fields, while their digital manifestations increasingly complicate a 

Bourdieusian model of the literary field.11   

 

The international circuit of book festivals demands an extension of Bourdieu’s model to 

account for an uneven global distribution of prestige and access to resources, which recalls 

Pascale Casanova’s account of the “world republic of letters.”12 There is a dramatic 

difference between festivals at the centre and the peripheries of global literary culture, and 

the study of book festivals can be positioned within a broad line of thinking about 

international power relations and the ongoing legacy of colonialism.13 Sarah Brouillette’s 

critique of the “African literary hustle”, for example, includes book festivals as part of what 

she terms the “NGOization” of African literature, which, she argues, does nothing to support 

infrastructural development and readerships in Africa, but rather is built by a “transnational 

coterie” of actors (including event organisers) who aim their production at British and 

American markets.14 Neocolonial routes to literary recognition for writers from the 



4 

developing worlds via metropolitan centres include book festivals, adding them to a set of 

consecrating–and, as Huggan argues, exoticising–activities such as literary prizes.15  

 

Broadly sociological accounts make up the bulk of current research into book festivals. A 

second, often complementary, conceptual framework has come from cultural industries 

research. Festivals are features of several cultural spheres, and book festivals are linked to, 

and can be interpreted as part of, a broader creative economy.16 Scholarship of the 

festivalisation of culture has emphasised aspects of branding and place marketing, focusing 

on the production of economic value and the development of place-based cultural tourism.17 

Negotiating Value in the Creative Industries: Fairs, Festivals and Competitive Events, for 

example, includes work that draws on organizational theory and Appadurai’s tournaments of 

value to conceptualise the multifaceted role of cultural festivals, and Festivals and the 

Cultural Public Sphere takes a range of social-scientific approaches to examine cultural 

festivals’ role in the formation of social and political collective identities.18 

 

Cultural industries frameworks also provide one of the main lines of critique of book 

festivals.  The co-option of creative activity to the economy from Richard Florida onwards 

has been critiqued as a neoliberal turn, in which “true creativity is indivisible from 

marketability.”19 This is particularly evident in the creative economy imperative to quantify 

culture. In the realm of festivals, this narrative reached its apex in Edinburgh’s Thundering 

Hooves report, subtitled “Maintaining the Global Competitive Edge of Edinburgh’s 

Festivals”.20 The report, which notes the contribution that summer festivals, including the 

book festival, make to the economy (£184 million revenue and 2.5 million visitors in 2004), 

focuses on how the city’s festivals can retain their competitive edge, commenting that “as in 

many areas of global competition, second or third place–‘silver’ or ‘bronze’ rather than 
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‘gold’–represents a position that is considerably inferior to that of pre-eminence.”21 The 

language of competition underpins much contemporary cultural policy towards festivals and 

operates alongside the quantification of cultural value. This is a dynamic noted in 

sociological research, too; the quantification of culture is an implicit feature of the 

Bourdieusian model, in which even symbolic capital is distributed across a field and accrued 

by agents. In creative economy frameworks, this quantification is explicit and intensified.  

 

These two conceptual frameworks - cultural sociology and creative economy studies - have 

emerged as the dominant ways of approaching book festivals. Within and alongside these 

frameworks, researchers of book festivals employ multiple methods. Primary qualitative and 

quantitative research on audiences and organisers has included surveys, interviews, 

participant observation, analysis of blogs, and social media scraping.22 Ethnography and 

autoethnography, including “thick” descriptions of events incorporating techniques of 

creative writing, explore the texture and nuance of live literature.23 Archival research has 

underpinned longer-lived events.24 One academic/practitioner partnership has prototyped a 

qualitative digital evaluation tool for measuring cultural events and their impact on 

audiences.25 

 

Despite the interdisciplinary and mixed research methods approach to book festivals, there is 

a heavy reliance upon case studies as the unit of analysis, and a consequent need to consider 

how different methods can fit together to produce a model of how they operate. In this article, 

we propose a new approach: game-inspired thinking. Game-inspired thinking opens up a 

space between individual case studies and abstract theories to offer a mid-level perspective. 

Our research thus contributes to recent debates in the humanities about scale and methods: 

terms such as close, surface and distant reading, cultural analytics and mid-level concepts 
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indicate some of the ways in which scholars have taken up the epistemological challenge of 

advancing knowledge of cultural texts and phenomena.26 Games-inspired thinking offers an 

alternative route through this terrain, one that is deliberately playful and creative, an arts-

informed complement to methodological empiricism. 

Games as method for book culture research 

 

“I’ve been meaning to go to the Ullapool Book Festival, which everyone raves about 

way up north.”27  

 

Our route to games-inspired thinking began with a road trip to the 2016 Ullapool Book 

Festival, a small but highly-regarded event held on the edge of Scotland’s dramatic north-

west coast. As tourists and researchers of book culture, we were intrigued by the social and 

cultural dynamics of this festival–its air of conviviality, connection with the local community, 

and extended networks including with Atlantic Canadian writers. The format of the event was 

similar to that of many other book festivals, but we also recognised this festival’s irreducible 

specificity. We were challenged to reflect on how this could be accounted for through 

existing methodologies. Is it possible to research a book festival without treating it as yet 

another case study, fodder for an ideological critique, or a gossipy, impressionistic 

travelogue? 
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Figure 1: Map of Ullapool Book Festival 

In a spirit of experimentation, we began by drawing a rough map of the festival location. Its 

board game-like appearance led us to consider the idea of different players and roles within 

literary festivals, such as organisers, authors, event chairs, local and visiting readers, and 

bookshop owners. We thought about the aims of each player, and the risks they might 

encounter. A different approach to the analysis of a book festival began to emerge. 

 

“Game-inspired approaches”, a term proposed by Nina Beloeil et al to cover a broader array 

of work than games or gamification studies, is appropriate for our research, which does not 

set out to address existing games theory.28 Rather, our work is informed by our training in 

literary and publishing studies, and situated in the tradition of book history, and its 

consideration of the industrial, economic and cultural processes affecting the production, 

circulation and reception of books. Game-inspired thinking appeals to us because it offers a 
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creative extension of our research, one that makes use of the specifically literary concept of 

metaphor. 

 

One of the key features of metaphor is that it enables lateral thinking. As Rita Felski puts it, 

The fortunes of metaphor have soared in recent years; no longer just a decorative 

device or a baroque frill, it is acknowledged as an indispensable tool of thought. 

Metaphor, after all, is a matter of thinking of something in terms of something else–

the basis for any kind of comparative or analogical thinking. Binding together the 

disparate and disconnected, it opens up fresh ways of thinking and seeing.29  

 

The metaphor of the game is already present as a “tool of thought” in theories of book 

culture. For Bourdieu, the field of cultural production is (among other things) a playing field 

in which agents compete for different forms of capital. Each agent in the field has a habitus 

that constitutes their “feel for the game”, and uses strategies “associated with the positions 

which they occupy in the structure of a very specific game.”30 The field as a whole is 

governed by established ideas including the illusio “that the game...is worth being played, 

being taken seriously.”31 Following in the Bourdieusian tradition, James English analyses 

literary prizes using the metaphor of games as well as “the strategic uses of celebrity in the 

contemporary literary ‘game’”; while Weber concludes her forthcoming monograph on 

festivals with a chapter titled “The Rules of the Game”.32 Casanova refers to “contestants in 

the game of letters,” some with more prestige than others.33 

 

In these scholarly accounts, the metaphor of the game is an analytical tool to explain 

behaviour. But there is another way to use metaphors, and indeed to use games. The 

analogies that metaphors make are often most powerful when they are surprising–when they 
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make an unexpected leap to a tangential association. In this, metaphors are creative, and are 

embedded in many artistic practices. Our use of games as metaphorical models of festival 

behaviour draws on this potentiality, and can be considered as an instance of arts-informed 

research. Arts-informed research is an alternative to traditional academic frameworks because 

it uses creative processes to augment analytical work.34 Ardra L. Cole and J. Gary Knowles 

set out its key features, which begin with a commitment to an art form–taken broadly in our 

case to include games. The inherent sociability of games enables us to meet another element 

of arts-informed research, the reflexive presence of the researcher in the research. Meanwhile, 

the playfulness of games supports a third feature, “an expansiveness to the possibilities of the 

human imagination.”35 

 

Arts-informed research practitioners also need to justify why their chosen art form achieves 

the research purpose.36 We selected games specifically for their manifold metaphorical 

potential. Games draw much of their illuminative power from their simplified and therefore 

exaggerated abstract forms. In this, they operate somewhat like a diagram, a more familiar 

tool for academics. Book historians, for example, have long been influenced by Robert 

Darnton’s “communications circuit”, a diagram that traces the path taken by a book from 

publisher to printer to bookseller to reader.37 This diagram transforms the messy simultaneity 

of book-related processes into an orderly sequence reminiscent of a board game. Unlike a 

game, however, a diagram cannot be played, although they can be adapted and playfully 

reconfigured, as Ray Murray and Squires and @RobotDarnton have done for Darnton’s 

model.38  
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Figure 2: @RobotDarnton, “How will autonomous underwater vehicles change the future of 

publishing?” 

 

All research can be responded to through traditional modes of scholarly communication, but 

games proactively invite such interaction. Games are inclusive, building on participants’ 

knowledge through shared experiences and iterative testing. We focus on traditional card and 

board games, rather than digital or video formats, in order to activate attitudes people hold 

towards them. In Felski’s phrase, “metaphors are orientation devices that yoke abstract ideas 

to more tangible or graspable phenomena, intertwining the less familiar with the already 

known.”39 Physical games can be handled, played with, responded to, and compared to other 

familiar games. Such material actions put pressure on and extend metaphorical language as a 

tool for researching book festivals. We thus take the game as a metaphor that can concentrate 

and exaggerate aspects of book festivals in order to produce new knowledge about their 

operation. 
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Figure 3: Paper, coloured markers and an unpolished aesthetic for the Race Game 

Furthermore, the material objects we create and the physical actions of drawing on flip-chart 

paper, cutting out and colouring in, placing tokens on a board, and rolling dice, can inspire a 

meditative, reflective state–a kind of “slow academia” that counters the imperative for “high 

productivity in compressed time frames” encountered in contemporary universities. 40 They 

can thereby lead to new perspectives on research questions. As material metaphors, we want 

to invite players to see them as works in progress to which they can contribute. Rather than 

creating a slick aesthetic that presents the games as potential commercial products, we 

emphasise their status as tools for research. Our aesthetic is deliberately amateurish, in order 

to inculcate a more playful engagement than the professionalism of both academic and book 

culture.41 
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The choice of card and board games is also meant, for ourselves and our respondents, to 

lower inhibitions and tap into a wellspring of creativity. The sociality of game design and 

play draws a wider than usual range of participants and collaborators into new forms of 

interaction. We recognise with Felski that metaphors can “prime us to adopt certain 

attitudes”, and in the case of games, playful competitiveness (and its nostalgic reminders of 

childhood rivalries and interactions) becomes part of the research.42 We wanted to reframe 

the social patterns of academia through ludic explorations that can disarm participants, and 

potentially reframe, and even subvert, approaches to book culture studies. Our game-inspired 

thinking, then, is arts-informed research that harnesses the creative power of metaphor and 

the iterative, social qualities of games in order to generate new knowledge about book 

festivals. 

 

Figure 4: Testing the Race Game 
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We designed three card and board games, with each foregrounding a specific perspective on 

contemporary book festivals: that of the reader, the festival organiser, and the writer. The first 

experiment follows the journey of a reader mapped onto the geographical structure of a 

festival in a simple Snakes and Ladders-style race game, illustrated in Figure 4. A series of 

gains and pitfalls are encountered as the reader moves from box office, to author sessions, to 

the book-signing queue, and on to the closing party.  As we created these, we discussed what 

makes a good or bad festival for readers, drawing on autoethnographic experiences, our 

earlier primary research, and accounts from scholarly literature, newspapers, blogs, and social 

media. Gains include being followed by the festival on Twitter, being given a ticket to a sold-

out event, and being invited to join an author for a glass of wine. Pitfalls include arriving late 

and not being admitted, a phone going off during a poetry performance, and overhearing a 

favourite author complain about audiences. 

 

As we created the game, we saw that we were making the gains and pitfalls extreme. Games 

exaggerate, we discovered, for the sake of jeopardy and, indeed, satire. This was enjoyable, 

but not entirely true to life: a reader goes to a festival for a day out, to meet friends, to hear 

from authors, but ends up in a race for the finish line? Perhaps not. We also found that it was 

hard to capture the “literary” experience of being at a book festival–the content of festival 

events, the textual rather than the contextual. Our first attempt, then, was an intriguing and 

illuminating failure as a game and as a metaphorical model of book festivals. 

Book Festival Trumps 

Our second game, an adaptation of Top Trumps, is focalised through the perspective of 

festival organisers. Top Trumps is a simple card game in which players compete each round 

to have the highest score in a nominated category. The scores may be derived from existing 

quantitative measures (for example, height and weight in a cat-themed version), or may be a 
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more qualitative attribute which is given a numerical score (for example, intelligence). The 

emphasis on quantification and ranking in Top Trumps makes this game an intriguing 

metaphor for the cultural industries frameworks in which festival organisers operate. 

 

In our adaptation, each card is an individual festival, scored in each of six categories: 

Attendance; Prestige; Location; Programming; Twitter Followers and a USP (or Unique 

Selling Point).  

 

Figure 5: Three examples of Book Festival Trumps cards 

 

The process of quantifying these complex cultural phenomena for the cards felt counter-

intuitive, and yet also familiar from our scholarly and cultural engagements. Two categories 

were already quantitative. A snapshot of each festival’s Twitter followers was taken on one 

day, as an indicator of a festival’s digital engagement. Attendance figures were sourced from 

annual reports, media articles, and directly from the organisers. The category should have 

been straightforward, but we encountered issues with finding and verifying figures. This lack 
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of transparency and clarity may be related not only to various ways audiences can be counted, 

but also to the role of attendance figures in measuring a festival’s failure or success. 

 

The remaining categories were scored out of 10 based on our existing knowledge of the 

festivals and examination of their websites, programs, media articles and blogs. Prestige was 

initially a difficult category to score. Although crucial to festivals, it is intriguingly unsettled, 

both vague and relative. After discussion, we decided to score Prestige by looking at how 

many high profile authors were featured on each program, as this is often how festivals make 

their claims for status. It then became disconcertingly easy to rank the Prestige of festivals: an 

Anglophone Nobel Prize winner easily outscores a local mid-list writer. 

 

Programming became a category that balanced the star power of Prestige. Literary celebrities 

can feel like “the usual suspects,” and we are sensitive to (and even bored by) repetition in 

the festival circuit. The programming score was based on the creativity of a festival’s recent 

programs, which might mean unexpected mixes of authors (including culturally and 

linguistically diverse), innovative formats, unconventional venues, and attempts to reach out 

to communities beyond the archetypical middle-class audience member. We scored highly for 

the newness and surprises that we enjoy about festivals, whether it is slam poetry outside a 

taco truck in Texas or an unusual panel combination of Welsh and French TV screenwriters 

in Birmingham. 

 

The two final categories aimed to capture the specific charms of each festival. Location was 

scored on the allure of the city or town in which the festival was based, thereby referencing 

cultural placemaking and tourism. Finally, we created a USP for each festival to account for 

one or two of their unique features. The USP had both a score and a descriptive phrase: for 
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example, crime festival Bloody Scotland’s USP is its “writers’ football match”. The USP was 

an enjoyable category to research because it allowed us to consider our personal interests in 

varied cultural experiences; this also, however, meant the scores felt very subjective.  

 

 

Figure 6: Book Festival Trumps “The aim of (creating) the game” card 

After compiling the scores into a spreadsheet, we created a set of cards which included an 

instruction card that explained the aim of (creating) the game (Figure 6). We played the game 

with a number of groups, including authors, academics (from the disciplines of book history, 

publishing studies, cultural and media studies), publishers, and publishing students.  

 

Playing the game was generally enjoyable, with players taking particular delight in the card 

objects. However, in terms of generating discussion, rounds of Book Festival Trumps were 

often pure, decontextualized quantitative play, in which players focused on the numbers 

without paying attention to other textual and pictorial detail on the cards. Discussion, prized 

by us as humanities researchers, was often absent, particularly when the nominated category 

was Attendance or Twitter followers. In other cases, discussion was heated. For example, 
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students at the University of Stirling noted that Glasgow had been given a higher location 

score than Edinburgh–an indicator of Claire’s prejudices–and then added their own voices to 

the debate over the rivalrous Scottish cities. 

 

The insights gleaned through design and play of Book Festival Trumps are further discussed 

below, but we became aware that this particular metaphorical model for understanding book 

festivals has limitations. The rigid, compressed format of the card means that many 

dimensions of book festivals were excluded, and the set became polarised into strong and 

weak cards, creating an extremely uneven playing field that does not accord with our 

understanding of festivals. So we turned to a more complex game model, with expanded 

metaphoric potential. 

Bookfestivalopoly 

Our third game is an adaptation of Monopoly, a game that already functions somewhat 

metaphorically as an engagement with and critique of capitalism.43 The board depicts a series 

of properties with rising price values. Players navigate the board using dice, buying and 

developing properties, paying fees when they land on other players’ properties, and taking 

Chance and Community Chest cards which advance or slow their interests. The aim of the 

game is for players to bankrupt each other. 

 

Monopoly is a complicated game with several distinct stages that takes a long time to play. It 

is also familiar; many people remember playing Monopoly with family and friends, often 

with “house rules”. People are accustomed to seeing Monopoly’s key game features 

reworked to make new connections in its numerous official (regional, transmedia, fast-food, 

etc.) adaptions, a process that we extended in our research as we adapted the game. 
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It was an intriguing challenge to adapt Monopoly to account for cultural as well as economic 

transactions, and Bookfestivalopoly is our most intricate metaphorical work. Our adaptation 

models a year in the promotional life of a book, with players taking the role of authors who 

aim to earn a living wage. We wanted to explore how festivals publicise books and provide 

authors with income through performance fees, and how festivals contribute to broader 

symbolic economies. Taking a subset of cards from Book Festival Trumps, we allocated 

festivals to the board, recognising the uneven distribution of prestige by spiralling up to the 

largest UK festivals as the epicentre of power and legitimacy. Our equivalents of the highest 

value properties are the Hay Festival and the Edinburgh International Book Festival. The 

lower value cards are festivals in what Casanova would consider peripheral national literary 

cultures and festivals which also target niche genres, such as Iceland Noir and Versoteque 

Festival of Poetry and Wine (Slovenia). 

                                       

 

   

Figure 7: The Bookfestivalopoly board, demonstrating an unpolished aesthetic, and the 3£-

printed writers’ tokens 
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The equivalent of jail was “being ignored” (a calamity for writers trying to promote a book). 

The utilities became newspapers and social media; and the equivalent of houses and hotels 

being a regular speaker, then keynote at a festival (denoted by books and bookcases). Train 

stations were recast as “stations on the way to riches,” major events in a writer’s career such 

as winning the Man Booker Prize or becoming a Creative Writing Professor. “Go” became 

annual royalty payments.  “Free Parking” was recast as the Green Room, a square that 

prompted strong responses during game play. One player (a writer) said that she avoided 

green rooms because of their elitism, while another reflected on the increasing separation 

between readers and writers over the years. A third player, provoked by our Green Room 

square with its promise of canapés and bookish chat, interrogated the value of festivals: how 

much do they really contribute to book sales and an author’s visibility, and how much are 

they to do with the book world liking to gather, gossip and drink wine? 

 

Figure 8: Bookfestivalopoly card adaptations, including the Critical acclaim loyalty card 

Other game features also generated discussion. The “Chance” and renamed “Communal 

Cultural Wealth” cards presented scenarios based on our knowledge of the good and bad 

events that can happen to authors at festivals, including those derived from authorial 

accounts. These cards–particularly “An audience member asks a question that turns out to be 
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a 25 minute comment. Go back three spaces” –triggered recognition of experiences at events. 

One player, who received a card about an overbearing male chairperson, thought there should 

be more gendered disadvantage structured into the game. 

 

Figure 9: Playing Bookfestivalopoly  

We made adjustments to the rules to tease out the economic reality of festivals. In 

Bookfestivalopoly, no player pays money to any other–everyone gets paid by the bank, 

redesignated as “the market”. This competitive structure more accurately reflects the dynamic 

of festivals. Although aspects of book culture may be a zero-sum game (some writers do not 

secure a publisher, or do not get invited to festivals at all), more often competition in book 

festivals is experienced as a graduated system of inequality; an A list and a B (C, D...) list. 

Players then reflected on the economic effects of this system: prestigious events with derisory 

pay, and the gap between payments offered to emerging and celebrity writers. Players often 

laughed on receipt of a miniscule amount (e.g. $6) for a festival performance fee. 
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Inspired by Bourdieu, we also altered the game dynamics by introducing a second currency 

of cultural capital. Each player has a “Critical acclaim loyalty card” and earns one point at 

each festival they visit. “Stations on the way to riches” are paid for with these points, so that a 

player cannot win the Man Booker Prize, for example, without sufficient accrued critical 

acclaim. These stations also provide royalty boosts for authors. Critical acclaim points 

therefore have exchangeable value, but like a store loyalty card, their direct financial 

equivalence is negligible. The loyalty cards generated much discussion. It was a poignant 

experience to land on the Man Booker Prize square and not have enough critical acclaim 

points to redeem it. The metaphor here was strong: to feel eligible for a prize but to not yet 

have acquired the cultural credibility to claim it 

 

Rebellious game play introduced fluid, non-rigid approaches to challenge conversions 

between economic and cultural capital. For example, during one game played between the 

two of us, there was considerable storytelling about the kind of writerly careers evoked by 

different game events; while Beth’s writer had initial success amassing critical acclaim and 

literary prizes, her career stalled and she was left behind by the commercial success of 

Claire’s writer. We invented impromptu house rules that ameliorated this inequality. Claire’s 

writer donated some of her cash to “endow” Beth’s writer with a Chair as Creative Writing 

Professor. This is one example of how game play, despite or because of its constraints, allows 

players the freedom to imagine different rules and modes of behaviour, including novel ways 

of combining the economic and cultural dimensions of a literary life.    

Games, book festivals and materiality 

These three games–Bookfestivalopoly, Book Festival Trumps and the race game–form the 

core of our arts-informed investigation into contemporary literary festivals. Each stage of the 

iterative process of designing and testing these games offered opportunities to think 
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creatively about games as metaphors for book festivals. In the following analysis, we 

aggregate the feedback from our testers as well as our own observations on the design 

process. Our key findings fall into three categories: reflections on the games’ materiality and 

intersections with digital technology; insights into the social dynamics of the research 

process; and an interrogation (and partial confirmation) of key arguments about the neoliberal 

and neocolonial aspects of book festivals. 

 

The tactile materiality of our games enabled thinking through action, drawing on slow 

scholarship as well as arts-informed approaches. Players interact physically with cards and 

tokens as they gather face-to-face, creating opportunities for reflection and discussion. This 

reflective, open method is highly appropriate for investigation of an emergent, dynamic and 

complex cultural phenomenon such as book festivals, and the deliberate materiality of our 

games prompted several learning moments. 

 

Material objects are charming. The Book Festival Trumps cards are miniature expressions of 

festivals, able to be held in the hand or tucked into a pocket. The Bookfestivalopoly writing-

related tokens, which include a 3-D printed miniature quill, laptop, and bookcases, caused 

particular delight. The pleasure of holding these objects can also inspire an acquisitive 

impulse. Book Festival Trump cards are instantly collectible, making manifest the way in 

which book festival experiences can also be accumulated. Similarly, the tangibility of the 

Bookfestivalopoly property cards fosters a desire to “acquire” festivals, to gather together  

mismatched festivals, or trade with others to build themed sets. These material game 

elements thus provoked discussion about some players’ motivations for attending festivals, 

such as the serendipity of adding festival visits on to other travel plans, or the aspiration to 

visit a particular set of festivals. 
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In addition to their own materiality, our games reference and evoke the physical space of 

book festivals. Our early map of Ullapool Book Festival and the race game taught us some 

lessons in terms of how we might try to understand the experience of a reader traversing 

festival spaces, linking to our abiding autoethnographic interest in attending festivals in 

different locations. The process of scoring locations for Book Festival Trumps made us 

discuss the impact of the geographical setting of a festival on its appeal. This led into a 

broader discussion, extended by Bookfestivalopoly, about the way physical location interacts 

with reputation and economic structures, discussed further below.  

 

Materiality and physicality are, deliberately, key components of our arts-informed research. 

Yet even though our games are traditional card and board games, our work is firmly 

embedded in the digital era. As transnational research partners, we are reliant on digital 

communication technologies, from Skype and Facebook messenger to Google Docs and 

emails. To create the games, work done on one continent was digitally transmitted and 

materially reconstructed on another. Game playing sessions were also often discussed on 

social media, where we encouraged the use of the #bookishgames hashtag. This combination 

of physical and virtually-mediated experiences mirrors book festivals themselves. Festivals 

increasingly engage in online spaces alongside their live events; this can create enriching 

experiences for readers and writers, but can also sometimes produce unease.44 Code-

switching is required to move between physical and digital modes, and some organisers, 

writers and readers are more comfortable with print than digital. Our research project, both in 

terms of its object and its methods, explores technological comfort and discomfort, sensations 

of unease at the transmission of material objects into the digital realm, and the joy of digital 
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connections. In this, our game-inspired thinking points to the enduring materiality of print 

culture, its enmeshment with the digital, and the possibilities these formats provide. 

The sociality of games 

One of the levels on which games work as metaphors for book festivals is that both are social. 

Comparing these different forms of sociality within the frame of academic research–itself a 

professionalised mode of sociality–provides valuable insights into how interpersonal 

dynamics can shape understanding of cultural events. 

 

As noted earlier, the sociality of games shifts the role of the academic by opening book 

culture studies up to collaborative and interactive processes. At several stages throughout 

prototyping, we asked people to test our games. The premise was that inviting fellow 

researchers, students and practitioners to engage playfully with ideas about festivals would 

reframe their, and our, approaches to book cultures. This turned out to be the case as players 

actively entered into discussion about book festivals as they played. As noted above, the 

design and play experience of our adaptation provoked reminiscences, so that the game 

operated as an elicitation technique for generating new knowledge. Sometimes this produced 

recognition and shared laughter; sometimes tensions arose (as in the example above of a 

player whose reaction to the Green Room was an interrogation of the value of festivals). This 

articulation of dissent is an important part of our process, invited by our design decisions. For 

example, we allowed our personal investments in location to be visible in the form and 

scoring of the games in order to provoke discussion. Disagreements were highly valuable in 

exposing some of the frictions that underlie a prevalent mode in contemporary book cultures, 

where mannerly behaviour and agreeable sociability are exhibited, and competition and 

inequality are elided. Our research suggests that disputation about game design, along with 

the other humorous, cheeky, interrogative and ruminative conversations that occur in a 
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playfully competitive environment, is an illuminating discursive mode for understanding 

book festivals. 

 

Another form of disagreement arose from the intersection of games-sociality and academic-

sociality. Some academic players did not see the point of the games, or to be more precise did 

not see them as research; others were delighted by the games but saw them as unusual within 

universities. Because game-inspired thinking is a tangential, associative, indirect form of 

knowledge creation, it resists and runs counter to the output-driven, economically-oriented 

model of academia in operation in our two countries. The unusualness of our research, the 

way it veers away from conventional scholarly modes and formats, is part of its point. Our 

collaborative, playful method is critical because it actively counters reductive thinking–not 

only about festivals, but also about what research can be. 

 

The sociality of game-inspired thinking refracts the already social aspects of established 

research processes. The iterative nature of game design means that the conversations it 

prompts are ongoing and collaborative, a less formal version of the feedback mechanisms in 

larger academic structures of knowledge, such as conference presentations and peer review.45 

Game-inspired thinking also exposes some of the power relations that endure. For example, 

despite our aim for a de-centred role for ourselves as researchers, many testers expected us to 

know the rules and interpret the game for them. We are also aware of the particular audiences 

we played with, and their relationship to our arguments about distributed knowledge: many of 

our testers were “in the know” about festivals as writers or academics, while others, including 

our students, knew less. Who plays the game matters, in terms of the discussion. One player, 

for example, suggested inviting festival directors to play the game in order to help them 

strategically think through the values they wished to focus on in their festival, and how rival 



26 

festivals pitch themselves. Doing this would be a way to generate a new set of insights, and 

may be an avenue for future impact-related research. 

 

All of these conversations, and the inclusion of them in our research design, point to the 

possibilities for critical reflection and engaged participation offered by games as a method for 

book culture studies and practice. Each player contributes to the findings in game-inspired 

research. At the same time, we recognise that not everyone may feel equally able to 

contribute to play-based discussions, and acknowledge that our own positions as academic 

staff in the developed world, with more secure employment than some of our early career 

colleagues, mean that for us playfulness is less risky, if still inhabitual.46  

The neoliberal, neocolonial book festival? 

Two of the strongest critiques of book festivals are, first, that they are neoliberal, money-

making operations that participate in the instrumentalisation of culture, and second, that they 

perpetuate neocolonial power structures that work to the disadvantage of non-Anglophone, 

peripheral literary cultures. Our arts-informed research to some extent supports these claims. 

Our games make evident in a striking way the neoliberal economic frameworks in which 

festivals (and academics) participate. Games may be playful, but their representational design 

and structured, competitive play can effectively depict instrumental processes.47  

Book Festival Trumps is an exercise in experiencing the pressure to quantify culture. 

Numbers are proxies for other kinds of value. Twitter followers, for example, stand in for 

digital engagement, and the close fit here reinforces social media’s amenability to 

algorithmic, quantified understandings of connection. Numerical scores also transmit 

criticisms of individual festivals. Our decisive opinions on the Programming category, for 

example, highlight our own habituation to ranking cultural phenomena via their degree of 

established practice and innovation. Once chosen, these numbers have force. During game 
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play, we were struck by the rounds of Book Festival Trumps that generated no discussion 

beyond announcement of numbers. This discursive absence demonstrates the power and 

authority of quantitative measurement. The tendency to accept numbers on their own terms is 

a phenomenon with which festival organisers must contend as they try to gain funding and 

support. 

 

In general, for Book Festival Trumps the playfulness of the game belies a very competitive 

process. Put simply, the game asks a seemingly perverse question: “what does it mean to 

win,” as a book festival? Do literary festivals ever really come head-to-head? But as our 

instructional “Aim of (creating) the game” (see Figure 6) card explains, they do. Festivals 

compete, on uneven ground, for funding, audiences, authors, media coverage, and prestige. 

Book Festival Trumps makes overt a hierarchy of festivals and forced a quantification of 

cultural value, a process that is often disconcertingly easy. 

 

And yet numbers are also always problematic. The difficulty that we encountered in 

accounting for Attendance–the slipperiness of this apparently straightforward metric–is one 

example. In other Book Festival Trumps categories, players showed a striking resistance to 

quantification, querying how we arrived at the Prestige, Programming and Location scores, 

and articulating their own affiliations and prejudices. Such debates are manifestations of the 

enduring difficulty of measuring cultural value, particularly when it interacts with subjective, 

experiential understandings. 

 

Bookfestivalopoly made explicit the interplay of critical acclaim and financial gain in trying 

to promote a book through book festivals, and the high risks at stake in so doing. This game, 

though, is also powerful as a metaphor of the geopolitical power relations at work in book 
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festivals. Bookfestivalopoly makes it impossible to ignore the different levels of status and 

wealth generated by festivals. The hierarchical placement of festivals on the board 

deliberately replicates structures of prestige in the literary world; the geographical 

arrangement of the festivals produced one instantiation of Casanova’s world republic of 

letters. Our intentional referencing of these power dynamics potentially reinforces them, and 

was quickly questioned by players who perceived ethnocentrism in the arrangement of 

festivals. Yet while players challenged the placement of Scottish and Australian festivals, no 

one disputed the position of the United Kingdom festivals at the top of the hierarchy, and no 

one leapt to the defence of niche festivals from peripheral literary nations. 

 

Physicality constrains real life festivals, and our games lay bare the Anglophone and 

metropolitan dominance of world literary markets, as well as vestiges of neocolonial power. 

The inequality that structures the global literary field is also highlighted through Book 

Festival Trumps, where the head-to-head competition between festivals repeatedly 

demonstrates the might of the biggest festivals on almost every conceivable metric. Even the 

textual elements of these cards tend towards accounts that perpetuate a colonial structure. For 

example, the abbreviated format of the USP strapline, as well as indicating the way that 

festivals are used in branding and marketing, led to us feeling uncomfortable about its 

potential to exoticise festivals (as in “ideas and iguanas” at Ubud Writers Festival). 

 

Both games put a spotlight on the antagonistic aspects of literary festivals. The world of 

writing, books and publishing is competitive. Festivals may be presented as venues for 

generally polite democratic debate and cultural exchange, but their economy also introduces 

hierarchy: of festivals, locations and authors. Our game-inspired research has produced some 

models of what winning looks like for book festival organisers and writers: more money, 



29 

more Twitter followers, and more connections with starry guests. These insights contribute to 

the larger scholarly debate about the neoliberal incorporation of culture into the economy, 

and the global economic inequities that undergird cultural events.  

Conclusions: Game-inspired thinking, research and book festivals 

The implications of this article for future research are twofold. First, game-inspired thinking 

has the potential to significantly enrich academic research by providing a mid-level 

perspective that offers something more than either case studies and abstract models. Second, 

game-inspired thinking specifically contributes to research on the complex emergent cultural 

phenomenon of the literary festival by highlighting its entanglement with neoliberal 

economic frameworks, its position in a globally unequal cultural field, and the subtle and 

varied pleasures it provides for audiences.  

 

Designing games as metaphorical models of cultural phenomena enables researchers to think 

in terms of abstraction, and to move beyond the limits of the sociological impetus of data 

collection. Game design is an effective tool for structured, conceptual thinking, and for 

juxtaposing theoretical lines. Its value as a research method stems from the way that games 

represent phenomena in simplified graphic forms. This representational process helps 

articulate and intensify the aims, strategies and ritualised interactions of actors, and the 

conflict and resolution of various types of value across geographical locations and across 

time. As an arts-informed methodology, game-inspired thinking offers a scale and 

perspective on cultural phenomena that is an alternative to other social sciences and 

humanities methods–a mid-level approach that is neither close nor distant, and which is 

simultaneously structured and creative. Board and card games extend the value of this 

approach through their materiality and sociability, which invite players to interact with the 
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game and with others, including those who might not normally participate in academic 

research. 

 

For all these advantages, we recognise there are limitations and risks to game-inspired 

thinking as a research methodology. Game-inspired thinking is not appropriate for every 

researcher, not least because it requires significant prior knowledge of the phenomena being 

adapted. In our case, the use of games builds upon a knowledge base developed through years 

of research into literary festivals, and offers an effective way to extend this. It also, as we 

noted earlier, relies to some extent on a position of privilege. Playfulness is risky. There is a 

chance that games can trivialise the real economic and reputational pressures on arts 

administrators and writers, and experiences of exclusion for writers and readers in particular 

demographic or geopolitical situations. We are mindful of the risk of our research becoming a 

“wolf in sheep’s clothing,” an instrumentalist tool rather than a freeing research process. 

Here, a distinction between “gamification” and “games” is crucial. As Jeff Watson argues, 

whereas gamification is “about the expected, the known, the badgeable, and the quantifiable 

[...] not about breaking free, but rather about becoming more regimented”, a “true game is a 

set of rules and procedures that generates problems and situations that demand inventive 

solutions. A game is about play and disruption and creativity and ambiguity and surprise. A 

game is about the unexpected.”48  

 

Game-inspired thinking should subvert rather than reinforce power dynamics, as a method 

with inherent possibilities for critique. Players may, if they choose, relabel, redesign and 

recalibrate our games, adding in more festivals from other parts of the world, or, in 

Bookfestivalopoly, changing their hierarchical arrangement on the board. They could also, as 

one Bookfestivalopoly player suggested, change the rules to acknowledge the pre-existing 



31 

advantage of different kinds of writers (taking into account gender, class, and race, for 

example). The next generation of these games, then, may see players - even or especially 

those with less research experience or job security - depicting radically alternative ways of 

interpreting book festivals and literary culture. 

 

Like other forms of modelling, games also face the possibility of becoming overly simplified 

and divorced from reality. Reflecting on the uptake of his communications circuit, Darnton 

writes that “diagrams are merely meant to sharpen perceptions of complex relationships. 

There may be a limit to the usefulness of a debate about how to place boxes in different 

positions, provide them with appropriate labels, and connect them with arrows pointed in one 

direction or another.49 Yet this risk can be borne in mind while also recognising that the 

creation of diagrams, schemas and models is an important stage in developing scholarly 

understanding of cultural phenomena, particularly emerging ones such as festivals. As our 

results show, game-inspired thinking is a powerful and productive tool for this work.  

 

For scholars of contemporary book culture, festivals have proven to be complex research 

objects. The existing panoply of disciplinary and interdisciplinary methodologies has not 

been able to fully capture the nuances, subtle effects and idiosyncrasies of literary festivals. 

Our game-inspired thinking has made progress towards this goal, through a collaborative 

process of experimenting with representations of book festivals. The research presented in 

this article activates the potential of scholarship that uses the game as a metaphor for literary 

culture by actually making playable games about festivals. This process has yielded 

previously hard-to-access information about festivals, including suggestive new data about 

the ease with which festivals can be subsumed within neoliberal frameworks of measuring, 

scoring and winning at culture, and the extent to which festivals produce unequal 

opportunities for writers and regional literary cultures.  
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These are challenging realisations for some humanities researchers. The process of playing 

our games creates experiences of discomfort, unease and even anger; not least because the 

competitiveness of the games can also shine a light on the competitive environment for 

academic research. Like the cultural sector, academia is increasingly governed by measuring, 

categorising, scoring, winning and losing.50 At the same time, our games offer enjoyment and 

a sense of fun, highlighting the pleasures that book festivals provide. A playful approach to 

book festivals recognises the economic and geopolitical base of book festivals, but also hints 

towards aspects that are harder to capture: diverse behaviours, chance, and unintentionality in 

book festivals.  In contrast to, say, demographic data-collecting,51 the discursive and creative 

modes of our games reveal some of the subtle dynamics of festivals. It was, in fact, our early, 

seemingly failed sketches and the race game that hinted towards the capacity of games to 

resist stereotypes and gesture towards the experiential dimensions of book culture. Our games 

showed that highly simplified accounts and a focus on winning cannot account for festival 

attendees’ motivations and behaviour. Instead, varied personal and shared experiences need 

to be recognised, including our own.52 Sociologically-oriented research continues to pursue a 

fuller understanding of audience experiences at book festivals, including through participant 

observation and ethnography within physical and digital spaces; our game-inspired research 

offers a mid-level perspective that enriches this quest. 

 

Importantly, our research insights move beyond the sort of findings produced by case studies 

of individual festivals. As rich as individual case studies can be, they have limitations. 

Pragmatic constraints such as a researcher’s social networks, as well as the scholarly capital 

that comes from researching the largest, most visible events, mean that some festivals receive 

disproportionate attention. Metropolitan models tend to be reinforced. Moreover, a scholarly 
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field dominated by individual case studies can lack systematic organisation. In contrast, our 

games consider multiple festivals and bring them into relation with each other via simplified 

forms. It was precisely this mapping of a network that yielded insights about the neocolonial 

relations between some festivals, the charismatic appeal of small festivals, and the dominance 

of the big festivals. These findings add nuance and specificity to Casanova’s account of the 

structural inequalities of global literary space. In its abstract but simultaneously personally-

inflected, messy state, game-inspired thinking sits between, or perhaps alongside, individual 

case studies of book festivals and general structural models of literary culture. 

 

Metaphors–particularly playable, material metaphors–open up new possibilities and prime us 

to see different things and approach them in novel ways. In contrast to diagrams that lie inert 

on the page, games can be readily tinkered with and their rules challenged or broken in a 

playful environment. For us as researchers of contemporary book culture, creating and 

playing these sociable board and card games has been a way to knock ourselves a little bit 

sideways, to think laterally. As this methodological experiment has shown, game-inspired 

thinking is a meaningful way to move forward, to shift thinking, and to open up new angles 

on a complex research object. 
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