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YVES ROBY

QUEBEC IN THE UNITED STATES:
A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL SURVEY

During the period 1840-1930 approximately 900,000 peo­
ple left Quebec for the United States, most of them settling in 
the main industrial centers of the northeastern states. This 
event is rich in documentation. Hundreds, not to say thou­
sands, of commentaries, studies, and analyses were left to us by 
the observers, the witnesses, and the actors in this epic adven­
ture.1 Nevertheless, authors describing the general history of 
immigration to the United States traditionally ignored the 
Franco-American experience or mentioned it only in a few 
casual footnote references.2 Only recently has French- 
Canadian migration attracted the attention of Canadian and 
American university scholars. Today, a constantly increasing 
number of specialized studies is appearing on both sides of the 
border. For some years scholars of Franco-American studies 
have called for an evaluation of both old and new research;3 the 
present review seeks to respond to that challenge by analyzing 
the entire body of literature on the subject with an explanation 
of its nature and scope and the context in which it was 
produced.

Until the end of the Second World War, the most impor­
tant books and articles devoted to the Franco-Americans of 
New England were written by priests, clerics, or journalists 
involved in the struggle for the promotion and continuation of 
French culture in North America. This literature was elitist, 
deeply engaged in and essentially centered on the theme of 
cultural survival, or “survivance.” This was less true of studies 
published after 1945, when more sociologists, anthropologists, 
economists, geographers, linguists, and historians, using new

From Claude Savary, Dir., Les rapports culturels entre lc Quebec et les Etats-Unis 
(Quebec: Institut quebecois de recherche sur la culture, 1984), pp. 103-130. Translated 
by Jacqueline Brimmer, with support from the Canadian-American Center and the 
Maine Historical Society.
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Woonsocket. Rhode Island’s "p etit Canada” was a typical New England mill town 
feature. The Franco-American community it bounded responded to a variety of forces. 
including "Americanization” sentiment from without and calls for t ultmal 'sin \ i- 
\ ant e” horn within. The literature on the Quebec migrants reflet ts these ciosspies- 
sures. Jat k Delano photo. Photogiaphs in this art it le. unless oihei wise noietl. at e from 
the Library of Congress, toiuiesx C. Stewait Doty.

materials and more sophistic ated methods of analysis, progres­
sively took the field. The multiple facets of Franco-American 
life — of the elite as well as of the working class — secured the 
attention of the researchers, who were no longer merely inter­
ested in themes linked to cultural survival.

The present article will deal with the French presence in 
New England, with the exception of the Acadians (about 50,000 
of them) who live side by side with their compatriots from 
Quebec. The nineteenth-century emigration of about 150.000 
French-speaking Quebecers to the midwestern states, as well as 
the most recent departures to the sunnier lands of Florida and 
California, will not be considered.

From the origins to 1945: A literature of commitment

From the beginning, the literature on the French expe­
rience in New England has been strongly conditioned by the
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debates instigated in Quebec by the phenomenon of emigra­
tion, and in the United States by the integration of immigrants 
into American society. In these debates, the authors of studies, 
monographs, and syntheses found not only the topics of their 
works, but also the essence of their interpretations.

From 1840 to 1870, according to the most accurate 
observers, nearly 200,000 Quebecers crossed the American 
border. Even though these early migrations were often seasonal 
and temporary in character, it is easy to understand the panic 
they inspired among Quebec elites. The nearly 70,000 Quebec­
ers who emigrated during the 1850s alone represented 15,000 
more people than the contemporary population of Montreal, 
the most densely populated city in the province of Quebec.

To check this hemorrhage, which in the long run threa­
tened the very survival of French-Canadian culture, the author­
ities debated, multiplied investigations, encouraged the open­
ing of new lands to agriculture, and fought for the repatriation 
of migrants — all in vain!4 It was as if Quebec workers, facing 
unsurmountable economic difficulties, failed to see any remedy 
other than the call of the New England factories. The image of 
an America paved with gold, of a "promised land,” reached the 
most remote corners of Quebec.

The elites, unable to stem this tide, endeavored to discredit 
it. They attributed emigration to a desire for luxuries, to 
drunkenness, to laziness, and to improvidence. The emigre was 
pictured as a weakling who succumbed to the American mir­
age, a coward afraid of the arduous work of pioneer agriculture, 
a traitor to French Canada — and a simpleton: for if indeed 
America was rich, it was owing to the work of these new slaves 
who toiled and ruined their health in the unsanitary factories of 
New England. Emigration was the prelude to a sad and hard 
life, compared to the idyllic advantages offered by the Quebec 
countryside! American cities were shown to be the realm of 
infernal forces, where the exiled, left to their own devices, lost 
their faith and their nationality.

In a work showing great erudition, "L ’image des Etats- 
Unis dans la litterature queb^coise (1775-1930),” Guildo Rous­
seau carefully depicted the sombre literary picture drawn of the

QUEBEC IN THE UNITED STATES
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QUEBEC IN THE UNITED STATES

American factory, the city, and the causes of emigration.5 A 
reader who wants eloquent examples of such descriptions may 
read the texts by Hamon, Mgr. Thomas Cooke, Provancher, 
Rouleau, and Suite.6

Heavy emigration also gave a mythical cast to elite descrip­
tions of the providential mission of French Canada. This myth, 
which may, have been evoked by Rameau De Saint-Pere, was 
celebrated by many eloquent poets in the nineteenth and twen­
tieth centuries. At the golden anniversary of the Saint-Jean- 
Baptiste Society of Montreal, the honorable J. A. Chapleau 
declared, “The French emigrant in the United States, like the 
Canadian settler in Ontario, is an advanced guard, a scout of 
the great invasion army whose victory . . . will be won in the 
following century.”7 Senator F. X. A. Trudel continued during 
the same celebrations: “Does it not look as if they [the migrants] 
were the expeditionary forces sent by Providence to the con­
quest of all the territory formerly discovered by our fathers and 
drenched with the blood of our martyrs?”8

To lead these pioneers of French expansion and to recreate 
the Canadien motherland, with her churches, her schools, her 
associations, her newspapers, and her traditions, the Church of 
Quebec sent hundreds of priests, clerics, and nuns to the United 
States beginning in the 1860s. Joining other Franco-American 
leaders, they entered the many struggles against the cultural 
dangers that threatened new immigrant communities. In their 
persistent battles with Irish bishops for control of the parishes, 
they enjoyed the support of Quebec journalists and bishops 
and French-Canadian experts in canon law, who took their 
cause to Rome.9 To the Quebec elites, French Canada was a 
reality that extended beyond the frontiers of the province. In the 
struggle for survival against assimilative forces in the United 
States, and in particular against the aims of the Irish bishops, 
the Province of Quebec was the bastion, and the scattered 
groups of the diaspora were its outposts. “You will be in the 
United States the forward sentinels of the common mother­
land, the lightning-rod aimed to divert the storms which might 
swoop down on your compatriots from Canada,” declared Sir 
A. Chapleau before an audience in Salem in 1897.10 Journalist
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Henri Bourassa exclaimed in 1914: “If we allow the French 
minorities who are our outposts to be sacrificed one by one, the 
day will come when the Province of Quebec itself will sustain 
the attack .... ”u

American and Irish attitudes toward Franco-Americans 
complicated this group’s relations with the Quebec elites. The 
French-Canadians arrived in the United States in the midst of a 
massive demographic shift that brought 14 million foreigners 
to the country between 1860 and 1900. Earlier migrants were 
mainly English, German, Scandinavian, and Irish; later arri­
vals were typically Italian and Eastern European. Most of the 
latter were poor and settled in the cities, where they formed an 
important part of the new urban working class. These new­
comers, with whom the Franco-Americans shared certain 
traits, drew the enmity of many Americans, as their Irish prede­
cessors had done earlier. Like the Irish, the French-Canadians 
were Catholics in a Protestant country. Moreover, native 
workers accused them of driving wages down and diluting 
union militancy. Finally, people feared that the influx of 
immigrants would erode traditional American values. Nativist 
feeling varied in intensity during these years, reaching peaks 
during the wave of anti-Catholicism of the end of the nine­
teenth century and the “one-hundred-percent-Americanism” 
of the World War I and postwar periods.12

It would have been surprising if the French Canadians, 
who constituted a very important part of the new arrivals, had 
escaped the xenophobia which periodically roused American 
society. The first French-speaking migrants especially were 
pictured as vile, ignorant, poor transients whose behavior con­
stituted a threat to the standard of living of the American 
workers and to the institutions of the country. At the beginning 
of the 1880s French Canadians were labeled the * ‘Chinese of the 
Eastern States.”13 In his writings, Reverend Calvin A. Amaron, 
a Swiss Protestant pastor, exaggerated the numbers of the 
Quebec immigrants and pictured them as superstitious, ignor­
ant newcomers, completely under the priests’ thumbs, and as 
desperate foes of Protestantism. French-Canadian leaders, he 
reminded his readers, called for a New France on American soil.

QUEBEC IN THE UNITED STATES
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THE CHINESE OF THE 

EASTERN STATES

Reprinted from  
L 'A v e n ir  N a tio n a l 

November 19, 1924

FOREWORD
As indicated above, the following correspondence, to­

gether with the original communication of the writer to 
America, was published In full in L’Avenir National of Man­
chester, N. H„ one of the oldest French dailies in New 
England. In reprinting these documents in pamphlet form 
for general distribution among the public libraries, colleges, 
and universities of our country, the Society historique f ranco- 
am&ricaine—whose motto is “Lux et Veritas”—hopes to 
counteract in some slight measure the pernicious propaganda 
which appears to have reached its culminating point in the 
article “Fifty-fifty Americans” by Robert C. Dexter in the 
August (1924) World’s Work.

Much of the early literature on (he F'rench-Canadian experience in New 
England grew from a need to delentl the culture against the onslaughts of 
“Ameritanisin.” I bis pamphlet provided documentary and statistical evi­
dence refuting a slut made by Carroll I). Wright, compiler of the United 
States Census. University of Maine Special Collections Department 
Collet l ions.
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QUEBEC IN THE UNITED STATES

Were these trends of thought prevalent, or were they held 
only by a minority? In the absence of serious studies on this 
matter no one can say. Impressions suggest, however, that 
between 1900 and 1914 the average American had a positive 
image of the Franco-Americans, who were perceived as frugal, 
industrious, and trustworthy. Italians, Poles, and Jews had 
replaced Franco-Americans as favorite targets of the American 
nativists.14

Pressures for assimilation came not only from American 
nativists, but from within the Irish-dominated American 
Catholic hierarchy as well. Because the Irish were Catholics, for 
a long time they were the most popular targets of the xeno- 
phobes. Not surprisingly, the Irish bishops believed that the 
assimilation of foreign Catholics was likely to reduce the hos­
tility Catholic groups regularly experienced. The divisions 
among the Irish bishops on this matter were more apparent 
than real: Some recommended rapid assimilation and strong 
action, while others, fearing apostasy, accepted, on a temporary 
basis, the establishment of parishes based on nationality and 
the teaching of a language other than English in the parish 
schools. They favored a progressive, although cautious 
assimilation.

Franco-Americans joined with German and Polish 
Catholics in combatting the assimilative aims of the Irish 
bishops, the largest group in the American high clergy. Franco- 
Americans were bitter adversaries of the “melting-pot” theory 
and were supporters of cultural pluralism before the term was 
coined. Advised, directed, and supported more or less openly by 
the Quebec clergy, Franco-Americans waged numerous spec­
tacular battles in places like Fall River and North Brookfield, 
Massachusetts; Danielson, Connecticut; Portland, Maine; and 
Woonsocket, Rhode Island.

Such considerations provide the context for understand­
ing the literature on the Franco-Americans, a literature that 
enters into debates raised in both Canada and the United States 
by the phenomena of emigration and French expansion in New 
England. But what do we find in this literature? A vigorous
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rebuttal of the interpretation given in certain Quebec circles as 
to the causes of imigration. No, the Canadians who emigrated 
were not deserters, cowards, sluggards, or black sheep. This was 
the message of H onor6 B eaugrand, Thom as-A im e 
Chandonnet, Hugo-A. Dubuque, Edouard Hamon, Edmound 
de Nevers, Telesphore Saint-Pierre, Jean-Frederic Audet, and 
many others.15

It was essentially poverty, even famine, says Beaugrand, 
and the incapacity of the Quebec authorities to solve economic 
problems that induced French Canadians to go into exile. 
These defenders of Franco-Americans write that one should 
cease to depict the “6migr£s” in the darkest colors, to picture 
them as slaves at the service of ruthless masters, and as Cathol­
ics about to lose their language and their religion. To be sure, 
they did not live in luxury in New England, but their living 
conditions were better than those Quebec had to offer. This is 
what Franco-Americans explained to the Quebecers and what 
they told one another during their patriotic celebrations and 
national conventions.16 Ferdinand Gagnon, the “father” of 
Franco-American journalism, wanted people to see them as 
“the advanced guards, not the fugitives or the deserters” of 
French-Canadian nationality.17

The authors deplored no less the departure of so many 
Quebecers which, in their opinion, would truly weaken French 
Quebec. But they essentially bore witness to the efforts made by 
the French Canadians to recreate in New England their “Little 
Canadas,” with their churches, schools, associations, news­
papers, and national celebrations. The French-Canadian elite, 
they said, especially the clergy, worked hardest to ensure the 
continuity of the “moral nation,” an expression coined by 
Ferdinand Gagnon meaning the cultivation of the history, 
traditions, faith, and language of the forefathers.

Readers who wish to know about the life of the first 
migrants will find a great deal of useful information in these 
works. Those who would like to examine more closely the 
nature and role of such crucial institutions as the parish, the 
parish school, the press, and the national clergy will find
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additional information in the studies of P U. Vaillant, Charles 
Daoust, J. K. L. Laflamme, D. M. A. Magnan, Alexandre Beli- 
sle, Louis Lalande, Jos. A. D’Amours, Felix Gatineau, Marie- 
Louis Bonier, Bruno Wilson, and in the works presented to the 
First Congress of the French Language in Canada held in 
Quebec City in 1912.18 These studies are filled with optimism 
about the strength and unshakeable character of French insti­
tutions in New England. On the other hand, they are less than 
realistic about the rates of success among the French-Canadian 
migrants and their descendants, about the severity of life in the 
United States, and about the quality of religious and 
“national1 ’ activities.

The dream of an expanding national group with a provi­
dential mission was threatened by the realities of life in New 
England. Assimilation, analyzed by Edmond de Nevers and 
others, is one of the multiple traps and lures in the migrants’ 
daily lives. The United States made a tragic error, de Nevers 
maintained, when it attempted to merge all nationalities in a 
“melting-pot.” Like the Franco-American leaders, he extolled 
cultural pluralism and affirmed that one may be an excellent 
American while keeping a native language, religion, and some 
essential cultural traits. In order to appease American nativists, 
several authors recommended naturalization. “If we were natu­
ralized, these good Yankees could no longer lash out to us the 
famous epithet: 'Chinese of the Eastern States’,” argued Dr. 
Camille Cot£ in 1901.19 During and after the First World War, 
the League for the Defense of the French Language in America 
published several brochures designed to counter the effects of 
‘ ‘one-hundred-percent Americanism. ”20

The literature reviewed also reflects the unrelenting strug­
gle which the Franco-Americans waged against the bishops of 
Irish origin.21 The literature, however, is heavily biased. The 
debate raged most relentlessly in the pulpit, on the platforms of 
the national conventions, and especially in the press. The 
combatants based their arguments on the works of tireless 
compilers whose major preoccupation was to describe the pro­
gress of their group and their attachment to their adopted 
country, to persuade religious authorities to establish national
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parishes led by priests of their “race,” and even to justify the 
choice of bishops of French-Canadian origin.22

The Franco-American leaders won the support and vocal 
admiration of some influential Quebecers, being, as they were, 
“in the thick of the struggle, whereas we scarcely have to fight 
.... ”23 There was a time, Henri Bourassa stated at the Congress 
of the Union Saint-Jean-Baptiste D’Am^rique, gathered in 
Worcester in 1915, when Quebecers traveled to New England to 
comfort the French-Canadian exiles. “Today, it would be more 
useful for us to go and ask the Franco-Americans for some 
lessons in dignity and national energy.”24

This literature also reflects the divisions within the 
Franco-American community, as when, on the occasion of the 
conflict of the “Sentinellistes” in Woonsocket, the Franco- 
American struggle took an excessive turn. The divisions are 
manifest in the works of Elphege-J. Daignault, J.-Albert Foisy, 
and the twenty-six lectures delivered at radio station CKAC of 
Montreal.25 The Woonsocket incidents, “the darkest page ... in 
the Franco-American annals,”26 left deep scars. The most radi­
cal militants, those who extolled the survival of the French- 
Canadian heritage and refused any compromise, gave way to 
the more moderate elements. The times dictated compromise. 
Because of the economic recession, the United States had prac­
tically closed its frontiers to immigration, thus depriving the 
Franco-American communities of the invigorating contribu­
tion of new recruits. The economic crisis also deprived the 
parishes, schools, newspapers, and ethnic associations of 
needed income. The optimism of the previous years disap­
peared and official discourse became at the same time more 
moderate and critical.

Moreover, the Franco-American elites, now frequently 
members of the second and third generation and better inte­
grated into the American environment, viewed the Franco- 
American society uneasily. Critical voices, stifled until then by 
the more radical element, were heard. Since the beginning of 
the century moderates had been stressing the maladjustment of 
young people to their surroundings, suggesting the creation of 
Catholic colleges in the United States rather than sending
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College de ;'Assomption de Worcester, Mass.
C 'e s t  a  c e  college, fonde en 1903 et dirige par les RR. PP. AasomptionnisteB. que 
ie  200 de noa Jeunes gens re$oivent une Education clasBique. Les progrfce du college 
ont remarquables, mats, pour ee d^velopper encore, il a besoin du concoura et d<
la g6n6rosit6 des membres du clerg6 et de tons les Pranco*am6rieain8

Assumption College, founded in Worster, Massachusetts, in 1903. reflected 
the grow ing stability and sense of identity among New England’s Franco- 
Americans. Special Collections Department.

young people to colleges in Quebec, requesting parish schools 
to adapt to the American way of life, counseling teachers to 
keep themselves informed of what Americanism entails, wish­
ing young people could learn English faster, and finally 
deploring overdependence on Quebec. Hoping to dampen the 
nativism of the Yankees and the hostility of the Irish Ameri­
cans, moderates condemned excessive French-Canadian 
nationalism. They maintained that the “nationalist” fanatics 
were to be feared more than the outside persecutors.27

The leaders of the 1930s looked more critically than did 
their predecessors on survivance and the ethnic institutions. 
They still insisted on the essential role of the parish, the 
national clergy, the parish schools, and the mutual benefit 
societies. The Franco-American family, however, was invited 
to play a greater role, to become the cornerstone of survivance. 
But, significantly, the 1930s leadership developed a new theme, 
it seems to me: the institutional framework appears to them less 
threatened from theoutside than from the inside. They stressed 
the erosion of traditional values, which they saw in the fre­
quency of mixed marriages, apathy among the professionals, 
the use of English in the daily affairs of the associations, the
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mixed parishes, and the loss of ardor among the second- 
generation Franco-American clergy. A lack of conviction and 
unity of action seemed to threaten the edifice of survivance. 
“We don't have to fight against the open assimilation of the 
past,” Josaphat Benoit noted; “ the main thing we have to do is 
fight against our own extinction and a careless indifference on 
the part of young people. That is our problem.”28

This lucid and critical scrutiny is found also in Josaphat 
Benoit’s remarkable work and in the more than thirty works 
presented at the Second Congress of the French Language held 
in 1937 in Quebec City and published by Mgr. Adrien Verrette 
in La croisade franco-americaine29 These writings too are 
optimistic about a program to inculcate national pride among 
youngsters and a militant spirit among the elders. We find the 
same, somehow impressionistic preoccupations in the syn­
theses of Alexandre Goulet, Jacques Ducharme, and the mono­
graphs of Maximilienne T&trault, Mary-Carmel Therriault, 
and Ulysse Forget.30

In addition to this French-language literature, there is a 
large corpus of writing in English. The publications cited 
below, written by university professors, were aimed first of all 
at an anglophone audience which has not been reached by the 
works of the Quebec and Franco-American writers, still less by 
the French-language press.31 At a time when negative stereo­
types were still important, it is difficult to imagine for this 
period better supporters than William MacDonald, A.R.M. 
Lower, Edward B. Ham, R. A. Foley, Granville T. Prior, and 
Marcus Lee Hansen.32

Impressed by the phenomenon of Franco-American survi­
vance, all attempted to account for it, some by a global 
approach, others by the study of more limited examples. 
Foley’s and Prior’s ambitious syntheses have become obsolete. 
It is less so with the other studies. Many contemporary histori­
ans would readily endorse the elaborate and comprehensive 
study by Marcus Lee Hansen on the shifts of population 
between Canada and the United States. Commenting on the 
causes of emigration, he placed special emphasis on the attrac­
tion of New England industries. MacDonald did the same
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thing. In his article he sketched a portrait of the Franco- 
American group which is entirely contrary to the view given by 
nativist authors. He maintained that the number of immi­
grants had been exaggerated and that in the long run they 
would blend easily into American society. Franco-American 
workers — thrifty, frugal, skillful, little given to union activi­
ties, obedient to an influential clergy — are described as living 
an orderly and peaceful existence. Professor Ham, a zealous 
promoter of cultural pluralism, reiterated the fears of the 
Franco-American writers of the 1930s. Interestingly, he 
stressed, almost alone among his contemporaries, the fact that 
nationalist institutions like the press and the ethnic associa­
tions were also some of the important tools for acculturation.

From 1945 to the present: A more complete and rigorous vision

In order to understand fully the postwar literature on the 
Franco-American experience, we must, as we did for the pre­
vious period, set it in the milieu which produced it. Profound 
transformations affected the Franco-American community, as 
well as American society in general and the world of research. 
Let us be content to describe the most apparent changes.

"The ‘melting-pot,’ this splendid American kettle, seems 
to have made a stew with the Franco-Americans and the other 
nationalities.” This was the brutal fact that Jacques Ducharme 
presented to the participants of a colloquium held in 1976 to 
discuss the situation of the Franco-American group and the 
possibilities for an ethnic renaissance.33 Ducharme’s observa­
tion clearly shows the distance traveled since the founding of 
the "Little Canadas” in New England in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. The massive wartime shifts of population, 
the regional economic transformations, and the programs of 
urban renewal weakened the Franco-American enclaves whose 
members were increasingly lured by the "American image” 
conveyed by radio, television, the cinema, and the surrounding 
milieu. Indeed, the Franco-American group had not disap­
peared, but was undergoing a profound mutation. The indices
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could not be clearer: numerous parish schools closed their 
doors; the national parishes and the mutual benefit societies 
conducted an increasing part of their business in English; the 
French-language press was moribund; and the gap that separ­
ated young people from their elders had continually widened.34 
While the elders clung to a glorious past, fashioned at the cost 
of so much hard work, the young militants wondered about the 
orientation they would give to their future: What should they 
keep and transmit of the ancestral heritage?35 These events 
continued to influence several of the authors who were still 
looking at the Franco-American experience through the prism 
of survivance. They had little to do, however, with the growing 
interest which the Franco-American group aroused in the 
scientific community.

The United States of the 1960s and the 1970s experienced 
profound social and cultural transformations. The civil rights 
movement was perhaps the most spectacular development. 
This struggle, nourished by the slow pace of desegregation and 
the poverty of the ghettos in the midst of plenty, manifested 
itself in many ways. Young blacks, challenging the negative 
image conveyed by a racist society, fought for a change in 
university curricula and research programs. Sensitive to 
changes in society, the various human and social sciences, 
history in particular, began recovering the true significance of 
the black experience in American history. The past can be a 
source of pride and a foundation for change, as the telecast of 
Alex Haley's Roots testified. Other ethnic groups, including 
the Franco-Americans and the “minorities” (women and 
workers) not taken into account, reacted to the same forces of 
change and evaluated their roles in American history while 
demanding a better place in society. These efforts combined to 
undermine the doctrine of the melting-pot and to favor cultural 
pluralism.

It goes without saying that researchers in human and 
social sciences react to the forces that transform their environ­
ment. Scholars question the past from the vantage of their 
present concerns, their problems, and the aspirations of their
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Textile mills in New England recruited heavily among French-speaking 
migrants. Above: A young boy exits the Amoskeag mill in Manchester. New 
Hampshire, at quitting time. Below: A neighborhood scene near the Woon­
socket mills. Top photo by Lewis Hine: bottom photo by Jack Delano.
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contemporaries. Not surprisingly, the history of ethnic minori­
ties and ethnic groups became a major field of research. During 
the 1960s historians began devoting as much attention to 
"ordinary people" as to elites, if not more. These new preoccu­
pations were facilitated by the major transformations — some 
speak of a revolution — which the historical discipline has 
been experiencing for the past two decades.36 Today, historians 
benefit more from the theoretical and conceptual tools of their 
colleagues in the social sciences; they create new materials, 
question former postulates; and, with the use of quantitative 
methods, they participate in the technological revolution.

Since 1945, survivance has continued to be a theme widely 
used in the literature on the Franco-Americans. Robert 
Rumilly made it the focal point of one of his best works.37 
According to Franco-American leader Adolphe Robert, "It is a 
book that smells of gunpowder: the Fall River affair; the affair 
in Rhode Island, the Chamberlain bill, the Peck bill, etc. It 
leaves the impression that the Franco-Americans fought twenty- 
four a day, 365 days a year."38 We may criticize Rumilly, but we 
shall never cease to consult and quote him.

Chroniclers and specialists continue to scrutinize the 
nature and the role of the institutional framework. Mason 
Wade devoted a brief but incisive study to the role of the parish 
in Franco-American survival.39 Showing great erudition and 
subtlety, he dealt with the role of the clergy from Quebec and 
the conflicts with the Irish bishops. In the latter case he revealed 
both sides of the coin, which few people did before him. Sister 
Florence Marie Chevalier defended a thesis in sociology on the 
role of the national associations in the evolution of the Franco- 
American group.40 Those interested in the role of religious 
communities in the leadership of parishes will find useful and 
interesting the documents compiled by Gaston Carriere and 
J.-Antonin Plourde on the presence of the Oblates and the 
Dominicans in New England.41 Plourde himself used this doc­
umentation in his brief historical account of the Fall River and 
Lewiston Franco-American communities.42

The fight waged by the Franco-Americans against the 
enemies from outside — the Yankee nativists and the Irish
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bishops — arrested the attention of some researchers, although 
they are fewer than one might think, and the results are uneven. 
Kenneth Woodbury described a part of the conflict between 
Franco-Americans and people of Irish descent regarding the 
nomination of a bishop in the diocese of Portland.43 His study, 
based almost entirely on Le Messager, hardly tells us any more 
than the readers of Lewiston already knew. Fortunately, other 
battles have been described more skillfully. The work of Philip 
Silvia on the Flint affair is a good example. Those of Richard 
Sorrell, another example, increase our knowledge of the fight 
waged by Elphege-J. Daignault’s Sentinellistes for the auto­
nomy of Rhode Island Franco-Americans threatened by the 
centralizing aims of the bishop of Providence, Mgr. William 
Hickey.44 Sorrell depicts this conflict not in black-and-white 
terms, but rather as the outcome of very complex forces which 
stirred up the community of Woonsocket and divided the 
Franco-Americans as much from each other as from the Irish 
Bishops. As the reader of Sorrell’s thesis perceives clearly, the 
Woonsocket incidents are only the most obvious signs of the 
profound changes which Franco-American communities were 
experiencing at the time.

The authors of the earlier parochial monographs believed 
in survivance. They described its high points, acknowledged its 
weaknesses, denounced its adversaries, and often suggested 
programs to correct the situation. That is no longer the case 
with contemporary authors, for whom survivance is a thing of 
the past. Adopting a broader perspective, they see the struggle 
for survivance as only a facet — a most important one, needless 
to say — in a long process of adaptation and integration of an 
ethnic group to American society. George F. Theriault did 
pioneering work in this field. In his study of the Franco- 
American community of Nashua, New Hampshire, he identi­
fied the four important steps which turned the French Canadi­
ans of the period following the Civil War and their descendants 
into Americans of French-Canadian origin. Peter Haebler cau­
tions researchers to be prudent, stressing the fact that the 
Franco-American communities are numerous and varied. Gen­
eralizations based on a study of any one New England com­
munity he believes, would be unjustified. He suggests a broader
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study of different types of communities before drawing conclu­
sions. After a well-documented study of Holyoke in which he 
challenges many accepted ideas about Franco-Americans, he 
concludes that resistance to Americanization is weaker in a 
community like Holyoke, where the Franco population is in 
the minority, than in places where it constitutes a large seg­
ment.45 The ethnic communities of Biddeford, Suncook, and 
Woonsocket also have their historians.46

Aside from survivance, there is no longer a unifying theme 
in the literature on the Franco-Americans. The discourse is 
increasingly devoted to one or another aspect of the group’s 
experience. All facets of the life of the Franco-Americans have 
received attention from researchers. Let us examine this situa­
tion more closely.

Several writers, especially some Canadians, have re­
searched the phenomenon of migration and have attempted to 
delineate its causes and chief characteristics. How many French 
Canadians have emigrated to New England? At what time and 
at what rate? Why? Where did they go? How many returned? 
Those are the questions that have challenged and continue to 
challenge researchers such as Gilles Paquet, Yolande Lavoie, 
and Ralph Vicero.47 These three authors identify the available 
sources — the American and Canadian censuses, the official 
investigations, the evaluations furnished by various Franco- 
American and Canadian authors — and they achieve a remark­
able critical analysis of this material.48 This is an important 
primary contribution; critics have not emphasized it ade­
quately. The first two authors provide a broad survey of the 
migratory phenomenon, while the third focuses attention on 
migration to New England alone during the last four decades 
of the nineteenth century. Yolande Lavoie has paid a well- 
deserved tribute to geographer Ralph Vicero. Stressing that 
Vicero is the only researcher to have used the American federal 
census manuscripts and those of several states, and recognizing 
that Vicero’s research is “undeniably the most thorough and 
best documented... on this topic,” she hopes that there will be a 
follow-up to this research which will include both the migra­
tion of the 1900-1930 period and repatriation.49 The works of
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Chaput and Little clearly indicate the great interest in identify­
ing not only the number of migrants who returned to Quebec, 
but their location, the attitude of the Quebec government 
towards them, and the impact of their return on the Quebec and 
the Franco-American societies.50

It is rather surprising to note that, in spite of the scope of 
this phenomenon, so few historians have given their attention 
to explaining in great detail the emigration of nearly one 
million Quebecers. To be sure, all the authors of syntheses and 
monographs on the nineteenth- and twentieth-century history 
of Quebec mentioned it, but too often they simply repeat what 
their predecessors or contemporary observers said. Albert 
Faucher stands out as an exception.51 He invites us to set the 
study of Quebec migrations in their North American, even in 
their world context. Then they appear less spectacular, and one 
sees clearly that the uneasiness they represent is not limited to 
Canada, still less to Quebec. “The movements of population in 
North America have the appearance of a cyclone caused by the 
pull of the rising agricultural and industrial areas of the United 
States.” As for me, I maintain that the intensity often generated 
by this phenomenon is explained by the combined action of 
profound economic transformations in Quebec and in the 
United States, and of the economic crises which the two regions 
suffer periodically.52

What parts of Quebec do the immigrants come from? To 
which parts of New England are they going? Why? These are 
other questions which Ralph Vicero and James Allen 
approach specifically.53 There are certain general patterns: for 
instance, Franco-Americans from a New England locality often 
come from the same area of Quebec. And most of them went 
where they had family or friends; they were attracted by the 
shoemaking industry, the brick industry, and, after the Civil 
War, especially by the textile industry concentrated in New 
England. The concepts of “migration field” and “chain migra­
tion” allow a much more rigorous analysis of the population 
shifts described until recently by random observations.54

Whatever their destination, the emigres did not sever ties 
with Quebec. The priests who established the parishes, built
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Young Fred Normandin of Manchester confronts photographer Lewis Hine in May 
1909. Fred and his compatriots worked in the Amoskeag mills.

the churches, and fought for survivance and the clerics and 
nuns who taught the children and cared for the sic k, crossed the 
border repeatedly. Quebec lecturers, preachers, and artists 
nourished the cultural life of the Franco-American com­
munities and, like the new migrants, brought it fresh news; the 
most gifted adolescents studied in Quebec colleges and con­
vents. The ties that united Quebecers to their Franco-American 
cousins were endless and played an important part in the 
history of both groups. It is surprising that so few researchers 
have pondered the dimensions of the problem! Rumilly alone 
provided a description of these ties, and even his view is a 
partial cine, to be sure.

Fortunately things are beginning to change. In a book 
already mentioned, Guildo Rousseau studied the image that 
Quebec writers had of the United States. Pierre Savard explored
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the relations between French-Canadian Catholics and Ameri­
can Catholics at the end of the nineteenth century. Jean-Guy 
Lalande examined the role of Quebec partisans and adversaries 
of the Sentinelliste movement. Claude Galarneau studied the 
presence of the young Franco-Americans in the classical col­
leges of Quebec. The French Institute of Assumption College 
devoted its 1981 colloquium to the study of the cultural and 
religious values of the Quebec emigrant.55 There is still much 
to be done, but the path has been laid out.

Biographies of Franco-American leaders would illustrate 
to what extent Quebec remains present in their mental uni­
verse. But biography is a neglected genre in Franco-American 
historiography. Aside from the sourvenir-portraits, the obitu­
aries, and the hundreds of portraits of Franco-Americans by 
Rosaire Dion-Levesque56 written for La Patrie, from Montreal, 
little has been done. The biography of Ferdinand Gagnon, 
which I published in the Dictionary of Canadian Biography, is 
an exception.57

The most significant and promising research is in social 
history. The living conditions, the work experience, the adap­
tation to a new environment, the behavior, values, and institu­
tions of the Franco-American working class are indeed the 
topics of recent attention. The use of new materials and the 
perfecting of the quantitative techniques permitted remarkable 
progress in our knowledge of the common people of Franco- 
American origin.58 The description and analysis of physical 
surroundings, living conditions, work, activities, and adapta­
tion of the first migrants to the Little Canadas constitute the 
essential part of the innovating and thorough works of Philip 
Silvia and Frances Early.59 Irish Saunders Podea, with an arti­
cle coldly received by the Franco-American elite, has broken 
new ground with much talent. In the works of Daniel Walko- 
witz, Tamara Hareven, and Early, the working classes appear 
not like eternal victims of forces and circumstances beyond 
their control but more like real actors who not only react to 
their surroundings, but fashion them and, to a certain extent, 
control them.60 The cultural background of the immigrant is 
seen as a positive tool of adjustment.
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The Franco-Americans did not spend their entire lives 
working. They had fun, played at sports, read, and went to the 
theatre. Richard Sorrell has shown the advantage of studying 
the role of leisure and sports in the immigrants’ adaptation to 
the American way of life.61 In his thesis on Holyoke, Ernest B. 
Guillet gives us a detailed description of the literary life of a
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small community, in particular, its numerous drama produc­
tions,62 One discovers a cultural world which is rather un­
known; for even taking into account the searching studies of 
Paul Chasse on poetry and Richard Santerre on the novel, we 
have scant knowledge of Franco-American literature.63 In an 
article replete with valuable information, Armand B. Chartier 
gives an outline of the work to be done in this regard.64 
Researchers must hasten to gather, before they vanish, the chief 
manifestations of oral literature: stories, legends, and songs. 
Newspapers will provide circumspect collectors with pleasant 
surprises: a more popular literature appears side by side with 
lectures and essays directed at the elite.

What conclusions may we draw from such an evaluation? 
We believe:

•  that Franco-Americans deserve more than scornful 
silence or brief footnotes from the authors of surveys of Ameri­
can history.

•  that material exists in sufficient quantity and quality to 
justify an increased focus on Franco-Americans in the pro­
grams of university studies and research, in Quebec as well as in 
New England. The collection, A Franco-American Overview 
(in six volumes), published by the National Assessment and 
Dissemination Center for Bilingual/Bicultural Education, 
reprints dozens of journal articles published since the end of the 
nineteenth century and constitutes a documentary source of the 
first quality.

•  that for the period 1870 to 1930, the Franco-American 
community is an important part of the history of French Can­
ada, first, because it feeds the ideological discourse of the elites, 
and second, because it is for Quebec a window wide open on 
American reality. Are people sufficiently aware of the fact that 
Olivar Asselin, J. L. K. Laflamme, and Honore Beaugrand, to 
name only a few, learned their trade as journalists in New 
England? That hundreds of priests, clerics and nuns, after 
staying in the United States for a while, served in parishes and 
taught generations of young people in the colleges and con­
vents of Quebec? That tens of thousands of Franco-American 
vacationers traveled back and forth across the border?
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•  that it is not very useful to suggest appropriate direc­
tions for new research at this time. Research in the human and 
social sciences adapts to new intellectual and social trends 
better than it creates them. Societies, like scientific disciplines, 
have their own dynamics; it would be very difficult to predict 
the manner in which our successors, responding to changes in 
their social milieus, will choose to question the past.

•  that the new emphasis on the working class must not 
cause us to overlook that of the elites. Even though we are quite 
familiar with the discourse of Franco-American leaders, we 
know little about them.

•  that it is essential to provide researchers with better 
tools. To this end, scholars of Franco-American history should 
devote energies toward identifying the principal depositories of 
archives and make an analytical inventory of the principal 
collections therein. Researchers are seldom aware of the wealth 
of documents in institutions such as the Lambert collections of 
the Association Canado-Americaine in Manchester, New Hamp­
shire, the Mallet collection of the Union Saint-Jean-Baptiste 
D’Amerique in Woonsocket, Rhode Island, the Nadeau funds 
of the Biblioth£que Nationale in Montreal, the Beaulieu collec­
tion of the Boston Public Library, and the Rosaire Dion- 
Lfevesque, Alice Lemieux, and Elphege Daignault collections 
of the National Archives of Quebec.

Secondly, scholars need better access to, and analysis of the 
hundreds of Franco-American newspapers of New England. 
Third, we need to complete the work of Pierre Anctil on 
Franco-American bibliography and make its data available to 
researchers. Fourth, we must consider the problem of organiz­
ing scholars and identifying a meeting-place for all those who 
have an interest in the Franco-American experience. It is fitting 
to recall that the annual colloquium of the French Institute of 
Assumption College in Worcester is very much alive.

Franco-American studies have experienced considerable 
development during the past decade. We must see to it that it 
continues. Our knowledge of Quebec and the United States 
will benefit from a broader and richer interpretation of the 
Franco-American experience.
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