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I. 

First of all, let me thank my old friend Erica Lehrer, as well her colleagues Monica 

Patterson, Gavin Taylor, Amber Berson, and others, for inviting me here to Concordia.  A decade 

ago, when I had just launched a program called Arts of Citizenship at the University of 

Michigan, a graduate student in Anthropology challenged me and my colleague Julie Ellison to 

think about what a commitment to civic engagement ought to mean for graduate school 

education.  We rewarded Erica Lehrer—or took revenge on her—by asking her to lead a working 

group of graduate students to answer that question themselves.  She has gone on to do quite 

amazing community-based research and exhibition work, including her project on social memory 

and the Holocaust in Poland; her collaborator on that project, the graphic design Hannah 

Smotrich, is also my own design partner in the public history project about which I’ll be telling 

you today.  It’s a great joy to reconnect with Erica and to have the chance to meet all of you. 

I’m here today because of your interest in public history and because of my own work as 

a publicly-engaged scholar and teacher in what has come to be known (at least in the States) as 

academic civic engagement.  In the U.S., in Canada, and indeed internationally, there is a 

growing movement--inside the academy and out—to renew a languishing commitment for higher 

education to serve the public good.  Colleges and universities, it is argued, have lost touch with 

the civic purposes that often animated their founding and ought to animate their practice: 
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democratizing opportunity, disseminating learning, solving social ills, fostering social change, 

catalyzing economic innovation, and educating active, informed citizens.  The argument of this 

movement is both historical and normative; it represents a claim about our past and a charter for 

our future.  The notion that the mission of higher education is defined by its engagement with 

civic life has deep wellsprings in the traditions of the American academy; I have looked at 

dozens upon dozens of founding and mission statements from 19th century colleges and 

universities, and you can count on one hand the number that fail to foreground service to the 

public good as a foundational aim.  (I am mindful here of a certain U.S. provincialism in the 

framing of my argument; I will be interested in talking with you about the different forms that 

these issues take in the history of Canadian higher education.)  But commitment to the civic and 

democratic purposes of higher education has gathered energy over the past quarter-century, 

especially the past decade.  It has been fueled by growing disquiet over the costs of higher 

education, by our perceived lack of accountability to public stakeholders, and by the perceived 

arrogance of the professoriate.  Indeed budget crises and culture wars are only incidents in a 

larger legitimation crisis, a fraying of the social compact between higher education and the larger 

society that constitutes, to my mind, one of the most important conditions in the current state of 

the academy.  Academic institutions, administrative leaders, and faculty have responded with a 

range of pedagogies and programs aimed at re-connecting academic work with public work.  

Their purpose is twofold: to bring the gifts of academic life to bear on community and civic life, 

and in the process, to enrich teaching, learning, and research by activating them in public, with 

the public, for public purposes. 

This movement to braid civic engagement with educational innovation has taken various 

forms: service-learning and community-based research, co-curricular community volunteerism, 
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campus commitments to environmental sustainability, diversity, neighborly development, and 

social investment.  Here, I want to focus on a practice that ought to be a core element of 

academic engagement and yet too often remains an afterthought: public scholarship.  The 

creation of knowledge and meaning through scholarly and artistic practice is one of the defining 

missions of the academy—and one of the greatest pleasures that induce us to spend our lives in 

it.  Yet few institutions and faculties see scholarship as a fundamentally democratic project, and 

few place publicly-engaged scholarship—knowledge that is made not only about our larger 

communities, but for them and with them—at the heart of what their commitments. Even among 

faculty who pursue engaged work, we tend to bring our students into community partnerships 

much more readily than we bring our own scholarly plans and imagination.  Adherents of civic 

engagement do not always trust that it will be generative for our knowledge-production and 

writing—or trust that our deans and chairs and fellow scholars will agree. 

Of course it is true that the helping professions and some of the social sciences boast 

strong counter-traditions of action research and community-based scholarship.  Conversely, it is 

true that faculty have good reasons not to train their scholarly energies toward the public and its 

problems and its stories.  The state of play within most disciplines and the reward system within 

most institutions tend to teach scholars to disengage their intellectual curiosity from their civic 

and community life. Academic socialization is not an iron cage, but it is a river current, and it is 

exhausting to swim upstream for very long. 

Yet, even after we take both these counter-examples and extenuating causes into account, 

it remains true that we faculty have not committed ourselves deeply and collectively, in sustained 

practice and theoretical reflection, to the notion that democratic citizenship and academic 

scholarship require each other and will deepen each other. And that is a shame.  For we cannot 
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fulfill the democratic promises implied in those 19th century mission statements, much less deal 

with the current legitimation crisis within higher education, if public work and scholarship 

remain marginal to each other.  Civic engagement will only flourish in colleges and universities 

if scholars take seriously our gifts of knowledge-making and meaning-making as democratic 

gifts, meant to be offered for and with public collaborators; and if our colleagues, our disciplines, 

and our institutions reward that gifting as legitimate and productive.  This entails something 

more than getting greater numbers of colleagues to swim against the current; most scholars do 

not want to live like salmon.  It means re-directing the river current: not by abandoning our 

commitment to scholarly and creative work, but by understanding public work as a medium for 

it.  The goods news is that such intellectual and institutional change will enrich the scholarly 

mission of higher education, generating significant work that will be of value to both fellow 

citizens and academic peers. 

The only real way to make this case, of course, is to deliver the goods: not simply to talk 

about public scholarship, but also to do it.  My aim here is to do just that: to speak as a U.S. 

historian about the social and cultural history of ethnic workers—more specifically, Franco-

American textile millworkers—in 20th century Lewiston, Maine, and to contribute to the 

historical understanding of their experience.  My argument is grounded in a community history 

project on which I worked during my time as Director of the Harward Center for Community 

Partnerships at Bates College, in Lewiston, beginning in 2005.  The project involved the 

Harward Center and Bates faculty and students in a multiyear partnership with a nascent history 

museum of the community’s industrial and working-class past.  My role combined course-based 

community work, the supervision of student research, the creation of exhibits, and board 

membership in the museum itself.  It also entailed my willingness to bring my own gifts of 
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historical research, analysis, and writing to the table.  The project partnership--itself grounded in 

reciprocity and dialogue—called on me to put the full range of my roles in dialogue with one 

another: to commit the scholar’s curiosity, knowledge, interpretive imagination, and scarce time 

and attention to the community educator’s collaboration. 

This essay aims to enact that dialogue, not simply to deliver its results.  On the one hand, 

you will hear the voice of the academic activist and bureaucrat making an argument about the 

democratic value and in fact the civic necessity of public scholarship.  On the other, you will 

hear voice of the engaged historian who, in the course of a local history project with a milltown 

museum, discovered unexpected and fascinating implications for our understanding of 

modernity—implications important to both the milltown and the academy.  This talk shifts 

between those voices, at once distinguishing them and braiding them together.  It aims to make 

audible the internal fugue of the public scholar. 

II. 

So: one summer day in 2006, I found myself in one of the textile mills that once formed 

the economic heart of Lewiston, Maine.  The mills began closing in the 1970s, but now, after 

two decades of abandonment, the long brick buildings had begun to be reclaimed by businesses 

and non-profits.  I was visiting Museum L-A, an emerging, grass-roots institution dedicated to 

creating a museum of the history of work and community in Lewiston-Auburn.  Museum L-A 

aims at once to honor community memory, educate visitors and young people about the 

community’s past, spark downtown economic development, and foster civic engagement.  

(Indeed Museum L-A is part of a trend for democratic and community engagement among 

American museums that parallels the civic turn in higher education.) 
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My coming to the mills that summer’s day was part of a sustained partnership between 

Bates and Museum L-A.  For several years, the College had worked with the museum (as it still 

does) on a series of oral history, research, and exhibition projects.  Bates students in 

Anthropology, Economics, History, and American Studies courses had conducted more than one 

hundred life-stories of retired textile millworkers.  Other undergraduates studied the museum 

itself in senior theses, and they continue to serve as summer interns and work-study staff, 

codifying the collections, working as docents, and conducting education programs.  Bates faculty 

and staff have curated and scripted exhibitions, and they serve (as I did, until my move to New 

York City) on the Board of Directors. 

As you may have gathered, this partnership holds a special pleasure for me, at once 

personal, civic, and scholarly.  From my first year at Bates, I worked with teams of students to 

research and script a traveling exhibition on the social world of Lewiston textile workers during 

the 20th century.  Entitled “Weaving A World: Lewiston’s Millworkers, 1920-1980,” our 

exhibition drew on the oral histories, as well as new archival research by my seminar and 

summer students, to portray the hardscrabble lives, cultural resilience, and hyphenate identities 

of Lewiston’s largely Francophone millworker community between the Depression and 

deindustrialization.  The exhibition opened in the summer of 2008; after a year’s run at Museum 

L-A itself, its six ten-by-ten panels (mounted on a pop-up metal framing system first designed by 

Buckminster Fuller) were slated to tour across New England and Quebec.  “Weaving a World” 

will serve, the museum hopes, as an advertising trailer and an intellectual rough cut for the larger 

story of work, community, and culture that the permanent installations will eventually tell. (This 

is of course the exhibition that you now have here at Concordia, which will form the focus of my 

workshop tomorrow morning.  You are, in other words, part of this story of community-based, 
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co-created social memory, and it is a joy to have “Weaving a World” start its traveling life in 

Francophone Canada—and to be able to speak about its genesis to colleagues here.) 

It was the research and scripting of this exhibition that brought me to the museum on the 

day that I am telling you about.  I was visiting Rachel Desgrosseilliers, the Executive Director of 

Museum L-A, to look over some documents recently donated from community supporters.  

Rachel is herself a product of the history the museum honors.  Like that history, she is far more 

complex and interesting than you might assume on first meeting this sixty-something, plain-

spoken, gray-haired lady.  A millworkers’ daughter—her ninety-year old father, who had been 

stone deaf from thirty-five years with the noise of the looms, died in 2010—she has led an 

extraordinary life of civic leadership: first as a nun with an MBA, who directed the Catholic 

hospital in town, then as a lay businesswoman who founded an important Francophone cultural 

festival, and finally, late in life, without any training in museum work or history, as a museum 

director dedicated to a labor of love and preservation.  Working with Rachel is an education in 

the riches of civic agency hidden in “ordinary communities.”  Working with her on a history 

museum is an education in the centrality of the past as a repository of that civic agency. 

 We meet amidst the photographs, union records, company newsletters, looms, and letters 

that she and others have carefully saved from the dumpster.  In the summer of 2006, the museum 

has been open two mornings a week and by appointment, but it is as yet more an attic than an 

exhibition-space, containing the raw material for a local museum with more than local meaning.  

Rachel is showing me her latest treasure, a manilla envelope of memorabilia donated by Roland 

Gosselin, an elderly veteran of Bates Mill.  (I should add that, in the past year, Mr. Gosselin too 

has passed.)  Like Rachel, Roland Gosselin has a fascinating story, invisible to outsiders, under 

the surface of his life as a retired, nearly deaf weaver.  I come to the meeting knowing that he is a 
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local celebrity, famed in his youth for the entertainments and theatricals he would produce—

especially for the elaborate parade floats he crafted every year for St. Jean-Baptiste Day, one of 

the most important festivals of the Quebecois and Franco-American calendar.  As we take out the 

contents of Roland Gosselin’s folder, we see family portraits of parents and grandparents; all 

three generations worked in the mills.  There is a Christmas snapshot of Mr. Gosselin himself in 

uniform during the Korean War, and there are street photos of the parade floats for which he was 

famous in town.  These are wonderful documents, but they are not surprising.  They testify 

powerfully to stories of family, work, and hyphenate identity—themes that we already knew to 

be central--and I make a note to consider them for inclusion in the exhibition we are designing.  

And then I take a little breath with the kind of geeky thrill that only the adventures of research 

can bring.  I have pulled out an invitation to a formal banquet honoring workers from the Bates 

Manufacturing Company in 1966.  On the back is written, “Best wishes, Maurice Chevalier.” 

What on earth was the famed French cabaret singer and Hollywood star, by then aging 

but still world-famous, doing at an employee celebration in a Maine milltown in the 1960s?  In 

every scholarly project that I have pursued, there is an “ah-ha” moment in which not the answer, 

but the fundamental riddle of what I am investigating, is clarified.  In that moment, the scope and 

implication of the project starts to come into focus with an almost aesthetic satisfaction.  Having 

that invitation and its long-cherished autograph fall onto the table gave me such a moment.  In 

opening a window on the unexpected horizons and connections that surrounded the millworkers’ 

world, it illuminated the local history that Museum L-A seeks to tell.  And in so doing, it also 

connected my pedagogy and my community work with currents of modern cultural history that I 

have spent decades studying and writing about.  It roused the scholar’s curiosity and raised the 

question of the scholar’s role in community life and the making of public culture.  Why did the 
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urbane Chevalier come to town?  What were the implications of his visit for our understanding 

and retelling of the community’s past?  What are its implications for our vision of an academy 

dedicated to the public good?  To begin to answer these questions, I need to leave aside the 

history of mills and movie stars, and take up the history of the academic civic engagement 

movement, its evolving practices and values, and my own experience within it. 

III. 

When my academic career turned toward public work in the late 1990s, the movement 

was already going strong and growing strong.  Its origins stretch far back into the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, with multiple taproots: the land-grant tradition of American universities, the 

urban settlement movement, workers’ education programs such as the remarkable Bryn Mawr 

School of the 1920s, the fragile but vibrant lineage of experimental colleges like Antioch, 

Marlboro, and Hampshire, and the student activism of the 1960s and ‘70s, which fueled student 

demands for relevance and social change.  These strands of activism and institution-building 

converged into a sectoral movement—an academy-wide effort to renew the democratic purposes 

of higher education—during the 1980s, a conjuncture symbolized by the founding of Campus 

Compact, an institutional consortium of nearly one thousand colleges and universities committed 

to public service.   Over the past quarter-century, the academic civic engagement movement has 

grown broader and deeper.  It is estimated, for instance, that more than twenty thousand faculty 

incorporate community-based teaching and learning into their formal curricular duties.  This is 

an astonishing number (larger than the membership of every disciplinary society except the 

MLA), evidence of a quiet revolution in the teaching practices, professional aspirations, and 

ethical commitments of U.S. academics. 
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At the same time this energy has catalyzed new debates about what “higher education for 

the public good” means and how a movement for engaged academics and academic institutions 

should pursue it.  We are in the middle of an exciting period of reflection and experimentation 

about the values, programs, and practices that would embody the most ambitious, transformative 

answers to these questions.  Course- and semester-based service-learning has given way to multi-

year, sustained, integrative partnerships—like the one that led to “Weaving a World--co-created 

by academic and community partners and grounded in the assumption that each collaborator 

brings resources, needs, plans, and critical reflection to the project.  These partnerships are 

supported by new institutional formations where faculty, staff, and community partners 

collaborate to create innovative curricula, projects, and student opportunities that more longer-

term, more integrative, more sustained, more consequential for both our students and our 

communities. 

We might describe this growth and change in the ambitions of civic engagement by what 

I sometimes call the discourse of “in here/out there.”  The very compactness and enclosure of the 

classic North American campus divide the symbolic geography of higher education into an “in 

here” space of protected authority and autonomy surrounded by the “out there” of lay society and 

everyday life.  Conventional academic professionalism too often turns its back on “out there,” 

viewing the wide world as an object of research and a provisioner of students and money, but not 

as a significant other to which we “in here” owe relationality, empathy, or accountability.  That 

way of mapping our world changed with the emergence of the civic engagement movement: 

academics sought to build bridges between “in here” and “out there,” to make service to the 

community one of the key purposes of academic institutions and the training of students.  Too 

often, however, as the category of “service” itself intimates, the world “out there” was a place of 
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deficits: a landscape of problems for which we “in here” had solutions.  Indeed the critique of the 

“service” and “service learning” paradigm, with its implications of charity and outreach, of the 

application of our wisdom and knowledge to their needs, is one of the key changes that marked 

the more recent, deeper models of civic engagement.  With their shift from service to 

collaboration, from projects shoe-horned into semester courses to courses that sustained long-

term projects—in all of this, the newer models signaled a new commitment to reciprocity and co-

creation, to knowledge-with as well as knowledge-for, in which success would mutually, 

interactively generate public benefit “out there” and educational innovation “in here.” 

All of which brings me back to the theme of this essay: the role of public scholarship in 

civic engagement.  If my quick-and-dirty history of this movement makes sense, the implications 

of the civic turn for faculty scholarship and professional work remain one of our unfinished 

tasks.  Surely one core goal of the next wave must be to take seriously, more seriously than we 

have, the intellectual and scholarly generativity of public work and the democratic value of our 

scholarship.  Mainstream faculty surely has not done so, but nor (I would argue) have many 

engaged faculty.  We have practiced community collaboration as a transformative medium of 

student learning much more intently than we have pursued it as a transformative medium of 

scholarly and artistic production.  We send our students “out there,” to places like Museum L-A, 

where they do extraordinary work with and for our community partners, and in the process, our 

partners become their co-educators “in here.”  Yet too often we do not go out there ourselves, not 

with our own vocation of knowledge-making and meaning-making in mind.  And so we do not 

bring to our public work our particular gifts as scholars and artists: intellectual curiosity, 

analytical subtlety, research craft, doggedness, passion, and playfulness. 
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Until we do, until we trust (and demonstrate) the intellectual value of civic engagement, 

we will collude in marginalizing our democratic commitments.  What’s more, we will 

shortchange our partners, depriving them of the full measure of our attention.  And by missing 

the opportunity to include them in our community of inquiry, we deprive ourselves of the 

questions and discoveries that they catalyze—deprive ourselves of the encounter with Maurice 

Chevalier.  It is because of Bates’ partnership with Museum L-A, after all, that I was able to be 

there, in the mills, to open Roland Gosselin’s envelope.  It is because of my academic vocation 

that I can help make sense of what was inside. 

IV. 

How did it come to pass, then, that Roland Gosselin came to have a card signed by 

Maurice Chevalier?  Even before pulling it out, I knew part of the answer to that question.  

Several elders on our Advisory Committee—retired millworkers and local historians with whom 

my students and I had been vetting the development of the traveling exhibition—had boasted 

about Chevalier’s appearance at the 1966 annual banquet honoring veteran workers of the Bates 

Mill.  They recalled, and Mr. Gosselin confirmed, that he himself—the de facto festivities 

impresario of Franco Lewiston—had contacted the famed cabaret singer to visit and perform.  In 

the literal sense, the answer to the question, why did Chevalier come to town? was 

straightforward.  Roland Gosselin hosted him. 

Yet the invitation itself, with its heavy stock, embossed script, and scrawled autograph, 

pointed to implications and issues more complex than the mere fact of Chevalier’s appearance.  

For one thing, it underscored the cultural ambition of the Twin Cities’ Francophone community 

in its heyday and the pride with which its achievements are recalled today.  As Mr. Gosselin 

knew in bringing it to the Museum, the card added gravitas, the aura of the real object, to our 
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planned exhibition.  George Washington slept here; Maurice Chevalier sang here.  In that sense, 

Chevalier came to town for the same reason that, in the depths of the Great Depression, 

Lewiston’s Franco-American working class funded, through weekly donations to a March of 

Dimes campaign, the construction of the grandiose Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul, the second 

largest ecclesiastical building in New England.  These are monuments to the community’s 

insistence that its local resilience, its “survivance,” as Franco elders put it, had a larger-than-local 

grandeur. 

This claim of ambition and pride would have been a self-evident part of the meaning of 

the autograph and the singer’s visit for any of my community partners. For me, however, the heft 

of the document involved still other issues.  The card raised complex interpretive questions about 

the interaction between local, ethnic communities and mass culture.  Cultural historians have 

only recently, in the past decade or so, shed ourselves of the assumption that the institutions of 

commercialized entertainment, consumerism, and mass culture—the world that Maurice 

Chevalier embodied—were always fundamentally homogenizing, that their meanings and effects 

could be extrapolated from the metropolitan centers and corporate purveyors from which they 

came to places like Lewiston.  Leading Americanists have begun to unpack the ways in which 

particular ethnic, class, non-urban, and regional communities responded to the forces of mass 

and consumer culture, appropriating the images and goods of that culture, refracting its 

messages, and making it their own.  An even newer generation of scholars, influenced by the 

rising literature on the cultural logic of globalization, have argued that transnational diasporas 

created their own fields of force and currents of community-building, tracing the specifically 

diasporic cultures of consumption, media, and style that, say, Indian and Vietnamese migrant 

communities have created.  (I have left the specific references to scholars in the talk.) 
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Such research points to fascinating questions about Chevalier and Lewiston: questions 

about the distinctively ethnic, regional, and perhaps transnational ways in which supposedly 

provincial ordinary people lived a supposedly homogenizing modernity.  It suggests that 

Chevalier’s appearance in Lewiston formed part of a Francophone geography that linked 

Quebec, the Francophone U.S., France, and other places in a common cultural archipelago.  The 

story of M. Gosselin and Chevalier underscores not merely the importance of mass culture in 

Maine milltowns—something that anyone with a grandparent who went to vaudeville shows 

could tell you—but also, and more tellingly, the distinctive agency of “provincial” places within 

the landscape of celebrity and entertainment.  (It was about just the same time that Muhammed 

Ali defended his world heavyweight title in Lewiston.)  The story of the invitation, in short, 

points to a conversation between metropolitan and non-metropolitan milieux, a circuitry of needs 

and affiliations, that complicates our conventional wisdom about “cosmopolitan” and 

“provincial” communities.  Were Franco-Mainers paying homage to Chevalier, to the influence 

of Hollywood, Paris, and Manhattan in their lives?  Or was the singer paying his dues to the local 

worlds within which he had to seek a following? 

These are an academic’s questions, far from the concerns of Roland Gosselin and Rachel 

Desgrosseilliers.  They are provoked by my peculiar position on the borderlands, so to speak, 

between my community partners and my scholarly colleagues.  The civic engagement movement 

needs to inhabit those borderlands not only for teaching and public problem-solving, but also (or 

rather consequently) for scholarly work.  If the story of M. Gosselin’s card shows us anything, it 

is that community collaboration provokes academics to see new connections, ask new questions, 

shake loose of old assumptions.  I left the Bates Mill that summer day re-thinking some of the 

most consequential, unfinished issues in modern cultural history: questions about the lived 
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experience of modernity, about the relationship between local, national, and transnational 

cultural circuits, questions that unexpectedly connected conversations among historians on U.S. 

consumer culture, anthropologists of globalization, sociologists of Quebecois emigration.  As I 

said at the start of this talk, civic engagement enables us to do our day jobs better. 

At the same time, in making our partners part of our community of inquiry, we can return 

the favor to them as well, giving them back new contexts and understandings.  The researcher’s 

lens can be diminishing and reductionist, we know.  Yet if framed by an ethics of collaboration, 

it can also be illuminating, empowering, and bracing—even, or especially, when it challenges the 

received wisdom of our community collaborators.  M. Gosselin’s card, it seems to me, presents 

the cultural historian with the opportunity, in fact the responsibility, to push back at a received  

picture of Lewiston and the Franco-Maine experience as local, provincial, insular, and 

defensive—a picture shared by both its critics and its partisans.  Chevalier’s autograph suggests a 

different reality: a complex weaving of local and global, ethnic and cosmopolitan.   A 

Francophone mill community celebrated its resilience in the global economy with a long-lived 

French star, mobilizing his urbanity for its own local purposes.  Chevalier’s coming to town, in 

short, hints at paradigm shifts for both my community partners and my scholarly colleagues. 

Indeed it was this paradigm shift that provided what came to the core theme of the 

“Weaving a World” exhibition.  Thinking about M. Gosselin and Maurice Chevalier led me to 

pay new attention to other vignettes and data in which the hardscrabble lives and communal 

bonds of survivance were woven through with inventiveness, creativity, and cosmopolitanism.  

The immigrant weaver Henry Goulet, for instance.  It was Goulet’s shopfloor tinkering on the 

Jacquard looms in use at the Bates Mill during the Depression that enabled the production of the 

intricately-designed cotton “Bates bedspreads” on which the Lewiston textile economy depended 
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after World War II.  The most famous of these, the “George Washington” bedspread, became a 

fixture of postwar American middle-class bedroom, sold in department stores, on wedding 

registers, and through the New York showroom of the Bates Manufacturing Company—always 

with a tag that read “Loomed To Be Heirloomed.”  It’s not an exaggeration to say that this 

working-class inventor created the market niche within American consumerism that saved 

Lewiston from the fate of milltowns like Fall River and Lowell, delaying deindustrialization until 

the 1970s.  Or again, the story of Lionel Audet, a 44-year veteran of the Libby Mill, whose 

World War II experience was transformative: 

My four years in the service [were] a major education....I had 
never...slept away from home overnight once....So now I’m in 
[with]...Polacks, Irish, Lithuanians, Italians,...Germans, 
Russians...all in the same company.  Now everybody went to 
church on Sunday, but you went to your own....But then I 
realized,...we’re all actually worshiping the same God basically.  
Only it’s in different ways and different names and that’s all it 
means....this business, you know, being the only way you go to 
heaven is you have to be a Catholic, that’s a lot of hooey. So that’s 
why I say, I learned more in those four years I went mixing up 
with all these different guys and everything. And they are good 
people. 
 

None of these stories were exactly unknown.  Yet Roland Gosselin’s invitation invited me to 

foreground them and connect them, to pay attention to their historical complexity rather than 

treating them as granular and self-enclosed vignettes.  The result was a richer, more accurate 

exhibition, portraying a community whose tenacity and complexity reflected not inwardness and 

reaction, but an expansive embrace of American modernity, entrepreneurial creativity, and a kind 

of tough-minded cosmopolitan localism. 

Indeed there is no better example of this interweaving of communal bonds and 

unexpected boundary-crossing than the story with which I framed this talk: the story of Roland 

Gosselin and Maurice Chevalier. Chevalier’s visit reflected more than simply a millworker and 
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amateur impresario who had the bravado to host a famous star.  For M. Gosselin, it turns out, 

loved music, theater, set design, and New York: “I was only sixteen, seventeen years old when I 

went to the Metropolitan Opera, to the opera, and so I started loving classical music,” he tells us 

in his oral history.  “I have basically over five hundred complete operas on records, and now 

VCR came around… I've got maybe three hundred, four hundred operas on VCR.”  Early on in 

life, his dream had been to settle in Manhattan, using his eye for design and spectacle to make a 

living in the midtown consumer economy.  “[M]y idea was to go work in New York and then to 

go to school to learn decorating and do the decorations in [department] stores,” he recounts.  Yet 

Roland Gosselin was also the oldest of nine siblings in a Franco-American working-class family, 

and by a cruel irony, he received a job offer as a Manhattan window dresser just a few days after 

the death of his father.  He turned it down, accepting a weaver’s job at the Bates Mill in order to 

take care of the family.  “[When] all my brothers…got married, I was the one, [the] witness for 

them because my father was already dead…I was the father image, whenever they got married I 

gave them big prizes.” 

Mr. Gosselin did not abandon either the theater or New York; he wove both into the life 

of an ethnic millworker as best he could.  “So this is how come I joined Little Theater [a 

community theater in Auburn, Maine], as an outlet, as an outlet… I worked on the first musical 

they did, Showboat, and then, and we went along and then I remember I did Carousel, I did The 

King and I, I did Song of Norway, I did Fiddler on the Roof.”  And he also made annual 

pilgrimages to Manhattan for theater and the Met: “I used, every year I used to take a week and 

go to the plays in New York, I used to go see three, four plays, I used to go to the opera, see one 

or two opera.  And that was like an offset for me, to do that.  And a lot of this was done alone.  I 

used to travel alone, I used to go alone and come back.” 
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 I did not know Roland Gosselin well, but I admired him enormously, and I do not want 

to either sentimentalize or allegorize his life.  In one sense, his is a classic American working-

class story of the unfair distribution of life-chances and the generous, resilient ways in which 

people make the best of those chances as they honor their attachments and responsibilities.  What 

M. Gosselin made of his circumstances was quite remarkable: it was widely known among 

millworkers who were illiterate—Rachel Desgrosseilliers’ father was one, and she herself told 

me this story—that M. Gosselin would teach you how to sign your name or sign checks and 

paystubs for you.  Of the siblings he “fathered,” one of them, Lucien Gosselin, is the Director of 

the Lewiston-Auburn Economic Growth Council and among the most important civic notables in 

central Maine.  In another sense, these achievements make Roland Gosselin’s story all the more 

heartbreaking, a story of lost chances “offset” (as he put it) in secret pilgrimages to Broadway 

and the pleasures of stage design in community productions.  For me, the vignette of his work on 

Fiddler on the Roof is especially poignant: a Franco story of survivance celebrating the 

Broadway, mythified story of Jewish survivance. 

Yet beyond these themes of resilience and poignancy, this story speaks to the unexpected 

mix of bonds and freedoms, communal attachments and cosmopolitan adventures that 

characterized Mr. Gosselin’s life and the millworkers’ world—a complexity emblematized in 

Maurice Chevalier’s visit.  Roland Gosselin’s oral history interview never fully connects the dots 

between his New York life and the Chevalier’s trip to Lewiston.  All we know is that he hosted 

the movie star, designing the lights for his cabaret performance at the Bates Manufacturing 

Company banquet, and receiving in return the much-cherished autograph that he donated to 

Museum L-A forty years later. 
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It is, in its own way, another version of the complexity of the “in here/out there” 

dialectic.  For Rachel Desgrosseilliers and Roland Gosselin, “in here” meant not the bubble of a 

college campus or of academic professionalism, but the communal circle of family life and the 

ethnic milltown.  “Out there” was a world that too often seemed inhospitable to those traditions, 

bonds, and values—a world of exclusive colleges like Bates and forbidding cities like New York.  

And yet the whole point of Roland Gosselin’s story is that this weaver and eldest brother was 

himself already “out there” from his earliest adult years—that the millworker’s world contained 

within itself the dialectic of Broadway and Bates Mill. 

 

V. 

And this last point, about the ways people mix cosmopolitan desires and local bonds, in 

here and out there, seems to me to hold implications for how we think about civic engagement in 

higher education and the democratic promise of scholarship. I said earlier that we might 

understand the civic engagement movement as an effort to build reciprocity between “in here” 

and “out there,” between the gifts of the scholar and the academy on the one hand and the assets 

of the community on the other.  Now we might give this image still further one turn of the 

dialectic.  For the implication of the Roland Gosselin, Maurice Chevalier, and the “Weaving a 

World” exhibition is not that “we” should extend beyond ourselves to go “out there,” nor even 

welcome “them”—the community—“in here.”  It is rather that we are already “out there” and 

our non-academic collaborators are already “in here.”  I was already, after all, a member of the 

board of Museum L-A; my students worked there as curators; many of the retired millworkers 

whom we interviewed worked, or had children who worked, at Bates College. 
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Put another way, community engagement is—like Roland Gosselin’s visits to 

Broadway—an unexpectedly cosmopolitan project: something stretches academics and their 

students beyond the provincial “in-here” of seminar rooms and disciplinary conferences.  And 

like all cosmopolitanisms, it is generative of new questions and new insights.  The good news for 

public scholarship is that seeing community partners not as strangers to be approached, but as 

neighbors and interlocutors with whom we already share worlds of practice can only be fruitful 

for our academic work and our citizenship.  It is a dirty little secret of history departments that 

some of the most consequential and brilliant examples of innovative scholarship were gestated in 

dialogue with the public work of their authors. E.P. Thompson’s magisterial Making of the 

English Working Class could not have been written except as his response to his activism and 

teaching experience in trade-union education programs; C. Vann Woodward’s paradigm-

breaking Strange Career of Jim Crow was catalyzed by research for civil rights litigation during 

the 1950s.  Great scholarship has often—not always—been made in dialogue with public 

engagement; but the academy has never named this or fostered it institutionally. 

I hope it is clear that what I am not advocating is the academicization of community 

work.  Nor am I calling simply for the public dissemination or translation of our research, for the 

dispensing of academic wisdom out (or down) to the lay public in bite-sized morsels.  To the 

contrary: if we are to truly take seriously the intellectual value of public work, it will mean 

designing new kinds of faculty careers and scholarly practices.  We will need, of course, to 

evolve new and rigorous models of tenure and promotion that assess and reward excellence in 

engaged work.  We will want to create times and spaces for reflective conversation with 

community partners about the intellectual implications of our partnerships.  We will want to 

experiment with new genres of writing and exhibition.  We will want to revisit the ethics of 
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research, amending policies—for instance, those on intellectual property and human subjects—

that presume the autonomy of the research scholar and the passivity of the research subject.  

(“Roland Gosselin” and “Rachel Desgrosseilliers” are not pseudonyms but the names of actual 

partners and peers, whose story I tell with their permission.) 

Indeed the risk of embracing the call of public scholarship is not that it will challenge 

academic practice too little, but it may seem too much.  It asks faculty to reconceive the social 

compact that governs our labor and our access to resources, making public engagement not a 

goal of every scholar’s work but a collective commitment of our institutions.  And so it is 

important to remember, as we work on all these changes, that engaged scholarship will be a joy 

as well as a responsibility, calling on us to be playful, exploratory, curious, and rigorous.  

Anyone who has taught a service-learning class knows the exhilaration that our students express 

when they “get out of the bubble,” as the saying goes, activating their liberal learning in the 

practice of public life.  We too will be energized by closing the circuit between our intellectual 

vocation and our civic life. 

VI. 

In writing this essay and thinking about the meaning of Maurice Chevalier in American 

popular culture, I suddenly remembered that my father used to sing to my brother and me, in a 

burlesque kind of way, one of Chevalier’s most famous hits from his own Depression-era 

childhood: “If ze nightingale could sing lak you, he’d sing much sweeter zen he do/ Cause you 

brought a new kind of luff to me.”  It is one of my strongest childhood memories.  It was only in 

researching Chevalier’s career and cultural visibility that I managed to figure out why this song 

might have stuck in my father’s head so much that he would croon it thirty years later to his 

young sons.  The answer, curiously enough, involves the Marx Brothers.  It turns out that the 
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movie Monkey Business has a scene where the brothers are trying to disembark from a cruise 

ship (for various urgent reasons that we do not need to go into here), and they have lost their 

passports and are stuck.  Who else should be on the cruise ship but Maurice Chevalier—playing 

himself—and it turns out that Chico has stolen Chevalier’s passport.  One by one, each of the 

brothers shows the passport to skeptical customs officials, and certifies that he is Maurice 

Chevalier by singing, “If ze nightingale could zing like you”—even the mute Harpo, who straps 

a gramophone on his back and lip-synchs Chevalier’s own performance. 

It is a wonderful moment, this scene, and so was finding it on YouTube: not quite the 

“ah-ha” revelation of first seeing Chevalier’s autograph, but a moment that illuminated why my 

father, who adored the Marx Brothers, ended up giving me my own little token of Chevalier.  

And not coincidentally it seems exactly the right way to end an essay about and of public 

scholarship.  For above all, a public scholar needs to learn what both Chevalier and the Marx 

Brothers knew: how to sing in many voices, and to cross borders between “in here” and “out 

there.”  

 


