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Chapter 1
Introduction

Sooran Choi
University of Vermont

How It All Began

At a recent art history conference, a poignant moment occurred when a young
graduate student, passionate about social justice, shared her frustration with
the traditional Eurocentric syllabus of her art history courses. She described
how she felt disconnected from the material, which focused predominantly on
European art and often excluded contributions from other cultures. Her
comments sparked a lively discussion among attendees about the need for a
more inclusive curriculum.! This anecdote reflects a broader pattern—students
from diverse backgrounds frequently express similar concerns, feeling alienated by
a curriculum that fails to acknowledge the global dimensions of artistic
production. In an era of rapid globalization, social media connectivity, and
unprecedented ease of travel, maintaining a narrow, provincial perspective is
not just a disadvantage in career development but also a significant barrier to
understanding humanity in its full complexity for everyone, regardless of their
ethnic, cultural, or gendered backgrounds. Many educators are now re-evaluating
their syllabi and teaching methods to incorporate diverse perspectives and
decolonize the curriculum. This shift is not merely academic but reflects a
broader commitment to equity and inclusion, aiming to provide a more
representative and comprehensive understanding of global art history.

In 2020, Yale University retired its legendary art history survey course,
Introduction to Art History: Renaissance to the Present.2 Despite the press
coverage and controversy that ensued, it was hardly the first institution of
higher education to take this step; in fact, it was a rather delayed change. In an
era when diversity, equity, and inclusion are central to academic discourse and
increasingly a focus of colleges and universities, a course that almost exclusively

1 “Teaching Introductory Classes with DEI in Mind, i.e., Decolonizing the Survey” (Panel
presentation, College Art Association Annual Conference, New York, February 16-19,
2023).

2 Margaret Hedeman and Matt Kristoffersen, “Art History Department to Scrap Survey
Course,” Yale News, January 24, 2020, https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2020/01/24/art-
history-department-to-scrap-survey-course/ (accessed September 12, 2022).
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focused on the work of white men had become anachronistic. This shift was
part of a broader reassessment of curricula across various disciplines. Yale’s
English Department took a similar step in 2017 to ‘decolonize’ its major
requirements, reflecting a growing institutional effort to question and diversify
traditional academic canons.3 The reassessment of content in college courses
that led to such decisions had its roots in the 1960s and ‘70s when the Civil
Rights and Feminist movements questioned the omission of women and
people of color from the ‘canons’ that dominated so many intellectual
disciplines.* In explaining Yale’s decision, the campus newspaper emphasized
“the impossibility of adequately covering the entire field [of art history]l—and
its varied cultural backgrounds—in one course.”” This acknowledgment reflects a
broader shift in art history pedagogy, moving away from a single, overarching
narrative toward a more pluralistic and inclusive approach that better
represents the complexity and diversity of artistic traditions worldwide.

This anthology emerges at a crucial juncture in art history, responding to the
imperative to decolonize and diversify the traditional curriculum. The genesis
of this volume lies in a series of conferences and discussions among art
historians, driven by a shared commitment to deconstructing and reimagining
art historical pedagogy.® Our objective is to move beyond the historically
entrenched Western, white, cisgender, male-dominated canon and to embrace
perspectives grounded in decolonization and Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
(DED).

A pivotal moment in the development of this anthology was my participation
in the WOMEN'’S HERstory Month Colloquium, “Making Women Visible in the
Art History Classroom and Beyond,” held at the Borough of Manhattan
Community College of the City University of New York on March 25, 2022.7 This
colloquium provided a platform for strategizing how to diversify art historical
survey courses, even when conventional canons still needed to be covered
within limited class time. This experience catalyzed my deeper engagement in

3 Hedeman and Kristoffersen, “Art History Department.”

4 See, for example, Linda Nochlin, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists,” Art
News (January 1971): 22-39, 67-71; and Linda Nochlin, “The Imaginary Orient,” Art in
America71,no. 5 (1983): 118-131.

5 Hedeman and Kristoffersen, “Art History Department.”

6 “Making Women Visible in the Art History Classroom and Beyond” (Panel presentation,
WOMEN'’S HERstory Month Colloquium, The City University of New York, March 25,
2022); “Pedagogical Reckoning” (Panel presentation, Cultural Studies Association [CSA]
20th Anniversary Conference, Columbia College Chicago, Chicago, IL, June 2-4, 2022);
and “Teaching Introductory Classes with DEI in Mind, i.e., Decolonizing the Survey.”

7“Making Women Visible in the Art History Classroom and Beyond.”
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discussions and collaborations with colleagues across various disciplines,
exploring the integration of teaching and scholarship in addressing this pressing
pedagogical challenge.

Building on these interdisciplinary efforts, I organized a panel at the Cultural
Studies Association (CSA) conference at Columbia College, Chicago, in June
2022 and participated in a similarly themed panel at the College Art Association
in February 2023.8 These initiatives laid the foundation for this anthology.
During the CSA conference, I was approached by an editor from Vernon Press
with the opportunity to compile an edited volume that would encapsulate
these critical discussions and insights. I am especially grateful to Dr. Gillian
Hannum, Professor Emerita of Art History at Manhattanville University, Purchase,
NY, for her invaluable collaboration as co-editor of this volume. Her expertise
and dedication have been instrumental in shaping and enriching this project.

The contributions within this volume underscore the importance of integrating
the narratives and achievements of artists from diverse ethnic, racial, gender,
and cultural backgrounds into the broader tapestry of art history. They offer
various educational strategies for implementing these changes, such as updating
course materials, utilizing diverse sources art history classrooms, exhibitions,
and research. Collectively, these essays highlight the broader cultural implications
of these pedagogical reforms,, and fostering inclusive environments in suggesting
that transforming how art history is studied and taught can reshape societal
perceptions and valuations of contributions from historically marginalized
groups. This anthology represents a collective effort to rethink and reshape
the art historical canon. It introduces recent major museum exhibitions
and publications that contribute to diversifying the conventional narratives
in Euro-American academia. The volume proposes a strategy of organizing
art historical discourses around a multidirectional web of connections,
acknowledging existing canonical works while shifting focus to the broader
mosaic of global connectivity, inclusive of women, non-binary genders, Indigenous
peoples, and the ‘non-Western.” Through these diverse pedagogical approaches,
this anthology seeks to decolonize, degender, and deconstruct the Western art
historical canon, fostering a more inclusive and representative understanding
of art history.

», «

8 “Pedagogical Reckoning”; “Teaching Introductory Classes with DEI in Mind, i.e.,
Decolonizing the Survey.”

9 1 will use problematic binary terms such as ‘Western/non-Western' or ‘East/West’
because these terms are still actively used in defining fields of study. However, they also
serve as a starting point to problematize these categories and move toward a non-binary
understanding of the world.
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