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While a growing body of work has reflected on the absence, lower visibility, and
misrepresentation of marginalized communities in library and archival collections, studies that
specifically focus on representation issues of Chinese cultures in U.S. collections remain scarce.
To begin to bridge this gap, we are conducting an in-progress case study that examines how
Chinese students at the University of Illinois (from 1904 to 1920) are documented and described
in the university’s archives. The study is based on an inductive, qualitative analysis of relevant
primary sources in the archives, their associated descriptive metadata, and additional materials
created by the archival institution. We identified where and how Chinese students of this period
are often recorded and synthesized an emerging typology of the representation issues that we
found. The common problems in representations are inaccuracies, inconsistencies, and
inappropriateness (“31s”) within and across primary sources and additional archives-generated
content. We use this case to weave together ideas about cultural sensitivity, discoverability, and
social justice in the archives and explore how university archival collections can be constructed
in ways that place more emphasis on an ethics of care.
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