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Abstract
The study of French Canadian and Acadian heritage communities in the United States is burdened by a 
lack of awareness of and access to source materials. The neglect of Franco-American source materials is 
rooted in longstanding structural inequality stemming from a history of language discrimination, 
marginalization and lack of cultural heritage funding and support. Though this cultural denigration has 
subsided as Franco Americans have become more “white,” traces of this history are indelible. A 2012 Maine 
State Legislature poll found markedly lower economic and educational achievement within this 
community, and 20% of Franco Americans said they or someone they knew had suffered ethnic 
discrimination. This history has also affected the discovery and preservation of Franco American source 
materials.

This presentation will walk through three specific cases of inadvertent erasure that we have found as we 
work to build FADA/PFA, a bilingual portal to Franco American archives. We will also explain how we aim 
to address these erasures and make these collections available to a wide range of users on both sides of 
the border both inside and outside of our communities.



"When at the French consulate in 
Boston, I had applied for a visa to 
study in France, I wrote in the 
space on the form where 
‘nationality’ was asked for, 
‘French,’ for that is what I thought 
my nationality was" (78). 



• The term Franco-American refers specifically to people of Québécois and 
Acadian heritage living in the United States. Composed of rural francophone 
settlements in northern Maine that date back to the eighteenth century and 
communities of French Canadians who started immigrating to industrial New 
England towns in the late nineteenth century, Franco-Americans constitute 
the largest concentration of French speakers in the United States. In New 
England, Franco-Americans account for 6% to 26% of state populations.

• According to the United States census, respondents claiming 
Canadian/French/French Canadian ancestry constituted 24% of Vermont, 
26% of New Hampshire, 25% of Maine, 16% of Rhode Island, 8% of 
Massachusetts, and 11% of Connecticut populations.* 

*All ancestry totals come from 2009-2013 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates http://www.census.gov/



Who are Franco Americans?

*Map is from MLA Language Map, http://www.mla.org/map_main





First example: LCC and LCSH headings
The term “Franco-Americans” was designated a Library of Congress subject heading only in 2008, 
nearly 80 years after the Johnson-Reed Act essentially closed the border to new migrants. 

In terms of organization and access, libraries are sites constructed by the disciplinary power of 
language...The idea that language has meaning only in context, an idea articulated abstractly in fields like 
philosophy, comparative literature, and anthropology, was made very materially evident: subject headings, 
often cast by catalogers as a kind of pure, objective language, are not; where and when and by whom 
subject headings are used makes all the difference in terms of meaning...In both their activism and their 
scholarship, librarians have convincingly made the case that Library of Congress Classification (LCC) and 
Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) fail to accurately and respectfully organize library materials 
about social groups and identities that lack social and political power ("Queering the Catalog: Queer Theory 
and the Politics of Correction," Drabinski, 95)



“The third objection to the ten-hour law is the presence of the Canadian French.  Wherever they appear, there their presence is urged 
as a reason why the hours of labor should not be reduced to ten.  The reasons for this urgency are not far to find.

With some exceptions the Canadian French are the Chinese of the Eastern States.  They care nothing for our institutions, civil, 
political, or educational.  They do not come to make a home among us, to dwell with us as citizens, and to become a part of us; but 
their purpose is merely to sojourn a few years as aliens, touching us only at a single point, that of work, and, when they have 
gathered out of us what will satisfy their ends, to get them away to whence they came, and bestow it there.  They are a horde of 
industrial invaders, not a stream of stable settlers.  Voting, with all that implies, they care nothing about.  Rarely does one of them 
become naturalized.  They will not send their children to school if they can help it, but endeavor to crowd them into the mills at the 
earliest possible age.  To do this they deceive about the age of their children with brazen effrontery.

Now is it not strange that so sordid and low a people should awaken corresponding feelings in the managers, and that these should 
feel that, the longer the hours for such people, the better, and that to work them to the uttermost is about the only good use they can 
be put to.” 

From “Uniform Hours of Labor” in Twelfth Annual Report of the Massachusetts Bureau of Labor Statistics, published by Col. 
Carroll D. Wright (1881).

Chinese of the East



Portland Transcript, editorial in 1858 

"About twenty miles north of Ft. Fairfield are the famous Madawaska settlements, where the descendants of the 
ancient Acadians preserve in all their primitive simplicity, the manners and customs of their French ancestors. 
Like their kindred of Canada, they cling to the river bank, each farm having its river front and extending in a 
long narrow line to the forest. They are a light-hearted, improvident, unenterprising people, more fond of the 
fiddle than the hoe, and content to remain stationary while all around them is progressing. Knowing nothing of 
our political institutions, they readily sell their votes to politicians, and he who bids highest carries the day. At 
the polls the inquiry is, 'How much do you give for a vote this year?' and a nine-pence turns the scale. But we 
cannot do better than to copy what our friend Dingley, of the Maine Evangelist, says of this peculiar people:
'…They are generally ignorant and unambitious, each generation contenting themselves with simply existing. 
They subsist chiefly on pea soup and other vegetable food which is raised on their patches of land. A gentleman 
who visited them a few years since, informs us that he stopped at a small cabin in which there was but one 
room, where the instances with good results. They are, however, a peculiar people, distinct in tastes, habits and 
aspirations from the Anglo-Saxon race.'"



The New York Times, editorial on 5 July 1889

“The [French Canadian] immigrants, tempted by a more genial climate than their own and a higher rate of 
wages, have swarmed into the factories and taken up the farms abandoned by the natives as unprofitable… 
Whether this immigration is a good thing or bad thing for the country is a question … It may be summed up … 
that immigration is a source of strength to the country in so far as it is capable of being readily assimilated and 
Americanized.  It is not only, in some cases it is not mainly, our English-speaking immigrants who fulfill this 
condition best.  Of course a foreigner who arrives in this country at a mature age, entirely ignorant of its 
language and its customs, can be come but a very imperfect American. But if he means to become an American 
his children may be as good citizens as if their ancestors for generations had been born upon our soil…Tried by 
this standard, it must be owned that the French Canadians do not give promise of incorporating themselves with 
our body politic…. The danger has scarcely yet become imminent in any American community, but it is 
fore-shadowed distinctly enough to make it a patriotic duty for all Americans, in communities in which the 
French Canadian population is considerable, to insist upon maintaining American political principles against all 
assaults.”



Portland ME, 1923



Laws of Maine relating to public 
schools, 1919

"...the basic language of 

instruction in the 

common school branches 

in all schools, public and 

private, shall be the 

English language."



Tourism helped to forge a new landscape out of the economic and social crisis that 
loomed over much of the Northeast in the late nineteenth century. Before the Civil War, 
tourists who had contemplated a trip to New England had envisioned it as a great hive of 
invention and progress. They had hoped to get a look at the imposing educational 
edifices at Harvard and Yale, to tour the technological and social innovations of 
Lowell…By the last quarter of the century, an entirely new kind of tourism was shaping 
the region. This new tourism was driven by a profound “sentimentalization” of New 
England...out of these diverse cultural movements emerged a mythic region called Old 
New England – rural, preindustrial, and ethnically ‘pure’ – a reverse image of that was 
most unsettling in late nineteenth-century urban life. Much of New England by the last 
quarter of the century was in fact highly urbanized, industrial and ethnically diverse. Its 
city landscapes were dominated by huge brick factories where immigrants from every 
part of Europe sought work. But tourists sought out the isolated or remote parts of New 
England, looking for an imagined world of pastoral beauty, rural independence, virtuous 
simplicity, and religious and ethnic homogeneity(Brown, Inventing New England, 8-9)

New England Early Winter, by Samuel 
Gerry, 1849 

Old Christmas in New England by 
Charles Russell, 1918

The Invention of New England



Pepperell Mills, 1894

Mill workers, 1900 in 
Lewiston

Eastport, 1909

Sanford, 1909

Brunswick, 1900

Bangor, 1901



Ignored communities

These ignored communities constitutes one of the largest concentrations of French speakers in the US. 

Linguist Cynthia Fox writes, "Although Americans are generally aware that there is in the US today a 
numerically significant, culturally distinct, and historically French-speaking population in Louisiana, 
many are surprised to learn that the same statements also apply to another subset of the population, 
the Franco Americans of the Northeast." 

Bruno Ramirez called the borderland region between the US and Canada an "historiographical desert." 



First example: LCC and LCSH headings
The term “Franco-Americans” was designated a Library of Congress subject heading only in 2008, 
nearly 80 years after the Johnson-Reed Act essentially closed the border to new migrants. 

In terms of organization and access, libraries are sites constructed by the disciplinary power of 
language...The idea that language has meaning only in context, an idea articulated abstractly in fields like 
philosophy, comparative literature, and anthropology, was made very materially evident: subject headings, 
often cast by catalogers as a kind of pure, objective language, are not; where and when and by whom 
subject headings are used makes all the difference in terms of meaning...In both their activism and their 
scholarship, librarians have convincingly made the case that Library of Congress Classification (LCC) and 
Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) fail to accurately and respectfully organize library materials 
about social groups and identities that lack social and political power ("Queering the Catalog: Queer Theory 
and the Politics of Correction," Drabinski, 95)









Second example: NDNP's inadvertent barriers
Through limiting technical, geographic, and funding specifications, the National Digital Newspaper 
Program has inadvertently constructed barriers to preserving and representing Franco-American 
newspapers.

The key program for funding historical newspaper digitization in the US is the Library of Congress’ and 
National Endowment for the Humanities' National Digital Newspaper Program (NDNP). NDNP funds this 
digitization through state-led, state-limited projects. Yet the NDNP inadvertently constructs barriers to 
digitizing Franco-American newspapers:

● States with the highest number of Franco-American newspapers (New Hampshire and 
Massachusetts) do not currently receive NDNP funding. 

● NDNP requires that newspapers be digitized from master microfilm. 
● Many titles are not completely held even in one state, and many complete runs are not held where 

they were published. 
● BAnQ holds many master microfilm of Franco-American newspapers, yet BAnQ’s work focuses on 

current-day Quebec, not the publications of their US-based diaspora communities. 



Map from Tableau Public, Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers, 
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/chronicling.america



Map from Tableau Public, Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers, 
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/chronicling.america



Map from Google Maps, Franco-American Newspapers, 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=10RQrCeJXD-2AW6ARFcEMiKZvSAsd9Cpo&usp=sharing



Total number of states publishing Franco-American newspapers
7 (ME, NH, VT, MA, CT, RI, NY)

Coverage period of Franco-American newspaper publication
1828-present

Total number of Franco-American newspaper titles
ca. 390

Total number of extant Franco newspaper titles
ca. 175

Total number of Franco newspaper titles with serial records in Library of 
Congress's Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers

95



Longest publishing periods for Franco-American newspapers
80 years (Le Messager, Lewiston ME)
77 years (L'Indépendant, Fall River MA)
75 years (Le Travailleur, Worcester MA)
71 years (L'Étoile, Lowell MA)

Most prolific cities publishing Franco-American newspapers
Manchester, NH - 55 titles
Lowell, MA - 37 titles
Worcester, MA - 29 titles
Woonsocket, RI - 26 titles
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Third example: Insufficient metadata

Catalog records for Franco-American publications, digitized records, and processed manuscript 
collections lack sufficient and consistent metadata for discoverability and access.

Part of our project focuses on hard-copy newspapers, master negative microfilm, master positive 
microfilm, and microfilm service copies from 165 different newspaper titles held by nine different 
institutions in the US and Canada. Many newspaper issues from single titles--often the only extant 
issues of these papers--are scattered among locations in various formats. Other newspapers exist 
uniquely at single institutions, sometimes the only extant copies of a newspaper title, in whatever 
format they remain. 

Our second example comes from the Alien Registrations from the State of Maine Digital Commons, 
where all the metadata is the same for every record.



One important impetus for this project was a self-published inventory of all 
extant and non-extant Franco-American newspapers completed by André 
Sénécal of the University of Vermont in 1995. Outside of some secondary 
literature, Sénécal’s work represents the only collective description and 
mass inventory of specifically Franco-American newspapers to-date. Only 
95 of the 387 titles Senecal researched have serial records in the Chronicling 
America US Newspaper Directory. 
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