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Abstract of this presentation
During this presentation, we will introduce FADA/PFA to the Digital Commonwealth community and 
outline its collaborative efforts to center Franco-American community researchers and overlooked 
archival materials within the digital archives landscape. We will outline our multi-year collaboration to 
conceptualize a multi-institutional portal; identify and aggregate overlooked collections from over 75 
North American institutions; build contributing partnerships; transform and translate metadata with 
culturally specific markers; fundraise; and build a sustainable, post-custodial, bilingual digital system–all 
within the context of COVID-19 shutdowns and distancing. We will detail how the portal and consortium 
pay particular attention to culturally-specific knowledge construction, "centering" Franco-American 
communities and local knowledge within practices of information organization and archival description. 
We will also discuss our aims to grow and evolve the portal and consortium to raise awareness of this 
historically underserved cultural and language community, with collaborating institutions and team 
members spread throughout the United States and Canada.
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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 up to 26% of 
state populations.

● According to the US 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. 
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"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). 
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Ignored communities
These ignored communities constitute 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." 
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Why this work?
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Why this work?

● Inaccurate and Inadequate Description of Materials

● Institutional, Geographic, and Digital Barriers to 
Discovery of Materials
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Inaccurate and Inadequate Description
LCSH: 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) 13
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Institutional, Geographic, and Digital Barriers to 
Discovery
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Example #1: Repository-centric Organization
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Example #2: State-based organization and funding
NDNP: 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, the Library of Congress’ and 
National Endowment for the Humanities' National Digital Newspaper Program (NDNP) works through 
state-led, state-limited projects. Yet the NDNP inadvertently constructs barriers to digitizing 
Franco-American newspapers:
● State with the highest number of Franco-American newspapers (Massachusetts, 197 titles) only just 

received NDNP funding; .New Hampshire (68 titles) does not received NDNP funding
● NDNP requires that newspapers be digitized from master microfilm. 
● Many titles are not held in one state, and many 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. 
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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
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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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Example #3: Digital Barriers
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● A. Poulin Papers and BOA Editions Records
Yale Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library

● American Life Histories: Manuscripts from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-40
Library of Congress

● Edouard Du Buron Papers, 1937-1993
Archives of American Art

● Jack Kerouac Collection, 1948-1880
Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin

● "Le français dans le Connecticut"
CIHM Monograph Collection, University of Alberta Libraries

● Alida Perreault Papers
UMass Amherst Libraries Special Collections and University Archives

● Adélard Lambert et ses collectes
Répertoire du patrimoine culturel du Québec, Gouv. du Québec

Franco-American Items & Collections
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https://archives.yale.edu/repositories/11/resources/1703
https://collections.ctdigitalarchive.org/islandora/object/20002%3A860130717
https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/edouard-du-buron-papers-6206
https://norman.hrc.utexas.edu/fasearch/findingAid.cfm?eadid=00068
https://archive.org/details/cihm_75946
http://findingaids.library.umass.edu/ead/mums808
https://www.patrimoine-culturel.gouv.qc.ca/rpcq/detailInventaire.do?methode=consulter&id=2314&type=inv#


First steps

First, we needed to find the materials. How to discover them if not by 
keyword or subject?

We drew on cultural knowledge in order to find culturally laden signifiers 
like last names, geography, traditional occupations, language, and 
community institutions.
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First steps

Second, we needed to think about and find a tool that could help us make 
these items discoverable.
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https://explore.chicagocollections.org/
https://explore.chicagocollections.org/
https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/
https://www.digitaltransgenderarchive.net/
https://www.collegewomen.org/
https://www.collegewomen.org/
https://www.umbrasearch.org/
https://www.umbrasearch.org/
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The discovery layer that we are building

● Bilingual
● Gateway to multiple institutions and relies upon those institutions for storage

○ "Post-custodialism is a collaborative, non-extractive, mutualistic approach to providing 
access to archival collections within their original contexts of creation…[and] to support 
the development of partners' archival capacity… The collections…have been digitized 
and[/or] described by partner repository staff, who provide the rich contextual 
knowledge captured in each collection's descriptive metadata. This work is guided by a 
commitment to nurturing reciprocal relationships between a network of local and 
international collaborators… to build a horizontal community…connecting partners 
with one another while decentering our own role." - LADI

● Centers Franco American knowledge structures in its finding layer and 
organization
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Sustainability
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Sustainability
● Consortium - https://facconsortium.org 

● Fundraising - $2.3 million in grants
- collaborative solicitation

 
● Curriculum - 2 courses & 4-8 interns per year

● Cataloging - improving descriptive access

● Post-custodialism - stewardship & expertise
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Growth & Evolution of FADA/PFA
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Growth & Evolution of FADA/PFA

● Teacher guides - curriculum integration
● Exhibits - creative outlets
● Digitization - access & preservation
● Accession - 2-3 inquiries per month
● Support - small institution hosting 
● Contributors - 2-3 institutions per month
● Outreach - regional promotion
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Thank you!

https://francoportal.org

https://facconsortium.org
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