
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uart20

Download by: [24.148.12.142] Date: 07 August 2016, At: 13:57

Art Therapy
Journal of the American Art Therapy Association

ISSN: 0742-1656 (Print) 2159-9394 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uart20

Is There a Need to Redefine Art Therapy?

Savneet Talwar

To cite this article: Savneet Talwar (2016) Is There a Need to Redefine Art Therapy?, Art
Therapy, 33:3, 116-118, DOI: 10.1080/07421656.2016.1202001

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2016.1202001

Published online: 05 Aug 2016.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 25

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uart20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uart20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/07421656.2016.1202001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2016.1202001
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=uart20&page=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=uart20&page=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07421656.2016.1202001
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07421656.2016.1202001
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07421656.2016.1202001&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-08-05
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07421656.2016.1202001&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-08-05


editorial
Is There a Need to Redefine Art Therapy?

Savneet Talwar,Guest Editor

This special issue takes up the question, “Is there a
need to redefine art therapy?” to critically examine the defi-
nition of art therapy. Interrogating the historical definition
set forth by Ulman (1975) in her classic article “Art Ther-
apy: Problems of Definition,” this issue moves to compli-
cate the dichotomous thinking that has dominated the
profession of art therapy: “art psychotherapy” versus “art as
therapy.” The authors in this issue reflect on, critique, and
explore the definition of art therapy as it relates to our pro-
fessional identity, and in doing so they complicate the
binary.

Reading in the Archive

The research for writing this editorial led me to inter-
esting and eye-opening documents in the American Art
Therapy Association (AATA) archive. Although an account
of the early debates surrounding the definition of art ther-
apy and professional identity and discussion of the key per-
sonalities is beyond the scope of an editorial, I share a few
observations. Voss and Werner (1999) emphasized that an
archive not only “preserves, reserves, [and] protects,” but
also “patrols [and] regulates” institutional history and cul-
tural memory (1999, p. i). Reading in the art therapy
archive, I become keenly aware of the epistemological con-
cerns and modes of interpretation that have patrolled and
defined the field of art therapy.

Four women are given credit for their pioneering
impact on the field in the United States: Edith Kramer,
Hanna Yaxa Kwiatkowska, Margret Naumburg, and Elinor
Ulman. Of the four, Ulman had the greatest influence in
defining art therapy. Her role as the principal player is well
documented. In 1961, she founded and edited the first art
therapy journal, The Bulletin of Art Therapy, known after
1970 as The American Journal of Art Therapy. In 1974, the
journal became officially affiliated with AATA. Ulman
served as editor for 23 years, controlling its content and
becoming the architect of the definition of art therapy
(Junge, 2010). Ulman’s psychoanalytic orientation and her
close associations with Naumburg, Kramer, and Kwiatkow-
ska lie behind the content of the article “Art Therapy: Prob-
lems of Definition” and the dualism in art therapy (Ulman,
1975).

When reading back issues of the early U.S. art therapy
journals and conference proceedings, it also becomes
evident that there were other views of art therapy. From the
start, art therapists fiercely debated the definition of art and
therapy (Agell & McNiff, 1982; Ault, 1976; Kramer et al.,
1994; Shoemaker et al., 1976), discussed what art therapy
is and what it is not (Rubin, 1982; Ulman, 1975), ques-
tioned whether art therapy is an idea or a profession
(Malchiodi, 2000), and examined the artist and art therapist
identity (Ault, 1976). Later articles explored the “clinifica-
tion” syndrome (Allen, 1992) and studio approaches to art
therapy (Moon, 2002; Timm-Bottos, 1995). Despite the
richness of the conversation, the dominant framework
within which art therapy has remained trapped is the
dichotomy of art as therapy versus art psychotherapy.

Dichotomies fuel binary thinking (right vs. wrong) that
only serve to reinforce the opposites. In art therapy, the art
as therapy and art psychotherapy binary has served to legiti-
mize hierarchies between these two approaches. As is evi-
dent from the prerequisites set forth by AATA in its
“Masters Education Standards” (AATA, 2007), the focus
has been and continues to remain on art therapy as a hybrid
field with psychology and art continuing to reinforce the
dichotomy within art therapy.

Another overlooked fact is the presence of a number of
presentations and brief articles addressing issues of cultural
difference by art therapists of color (Dye, 1981; Lomoe-
Smith, 1979; McGee, S., 1979; McGee, S. E., 1981). The
active involvement of these art therapists and their early
presentations and publications are noteworthy. A promi-
nent misconception has been that pioneers of color failed to
present and publish culturally specific work to contextualize
difference. After an interview with Georgette Powell, Bos-
ton and Short (2006) reported, “In the beginning days of
the journal, unfortunately, Powell did not feel she or her
contributions were included” (p. 89). I question, if we
could turn the clock back and include the voices of art ther-
apist of color, what would the definition of art therapy have
looked like?

The archival documents also make it clear that the defini-
tion of art therapy cannot be separated from its professional
identity. Each decade presented new challenges. In the early
days, legitimizing art therapy in psychiatric, health, and reha-
bilitation centers meant responding to modern psychological
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trends in developing assessment and research. In the present
day, the requirements for licensure, jobs, and evidence-based
research has dominated the field. In addition, the educational,
social, and political mandates of the mental health landscape
demand cross-cultural competence and social action, calling
for a shifting definition of art therapy. As illustrated by the
authors in this issue, the definition and practice of art therapy
no longer easily fits within the binary of art and psychology. It
is a complex practice, one that has actively responded to new
paradigms of care. The art in art therapy is not just the expres-
sion of our psychological world, but also reflects the social,
cultural, and political realties of everyday lived experiences.
Equally important and intertwined are the ethical dimensions
of art therapy practice and the responsibility of art therapists
in providing just practices of care. The authors in this issue
take up the above concerns and offer a critical dialogue to
examine and complicate the definition and profession of art
therapy.

This Issue

The articles in this issue take stock of art therapy and
describe innovative approaches. Jordan S. Potash, along
with his students Sarah M. Mann, Johanna C. Martinez,
Ann B. Roach, and Nina M. Wallace, conducted a system-
atic review of the articles in Art Therapy from 1983 to 2014
(Volumes 1–31). The authors examined how art therapy
fits within the behavioral health continuum and shared
implications for the profession based on viewing the work
from this perspective. Their research indicates that art ther-
apy has contributed not only to five predetermined catego-
ries of behavioral health practices (prevention, lifestyle
management, wellness, therapy, and rehabilitation), but
also to the areas of mental health assessment and social
action. The results have implications for art therapy as a
mental health field; the authors also identify a spectrum of
practice based on their research and suggest changes for
AATA’s definition of art therapy.

Several articles expand the range of therapeutic practi-
ces in art therapy. Katharine Houpt and four members of
the “Write for You” group, Linda “Ariella” Balkin, Rubye
Hunt Broom, Allen G. Roth, and Selma, offer a nuanced
concept of a social action approach to art therapy with older
adults. In their critical essay on the use of zines, the authors
ask art therapists to reconsider ways in which art therapy
services can destigmatize older adults who are generally
viewed through medical models of illness and disability.
They advocate for a collaborative approach to art therapy
that can raise awareness of older adults as valuable members
of society. By facilitating spaces for meaningful interactions,
art therapy can become an important avenue for counteract-
ing stereotypes of older adults and giving voice to the expe-
riences of nursing home residents. Jessica Masino Drass
draws from her roots in punk rock culture to show how
postmodernism and contemporary art can coexist within a
medical model to serve trauma patients in a hospital setting.
Her article invokes punk culture, postmodernism, contem-
porary art, and dialectical behavior therapy to demonstrate
how the art therapy studio complements a medical model

and becomes a space for experimentation and self-reflexivity
that promote connection. Dylan D. Ottemiller and Yas-
mine J. Awais add to the dialogue on expanding the spec-
trum of art therapy practice from a community arts
perspective. Giving an overview of the literature, they high-
light the benefits and unique qualities art therapists bring to
community-based work and offer a model for community
art therapy, adding to the spectrum of practice.

Amy Bucciarelli directly takes up the call for papers,
urging art therapists to think of art therapy as a transdisci-
plinary profession. Her essay points to the intricacies of
the definition of art therapy and how this impacts the
identity of art therapists. Bucciarelli critically examines
Ulman’s definition, arguing that art therapy is more than
an interdisciplinary field based in art and psychology. She
offers a transdisciplinary perspective, one that embraces
the complexity of art therapy practices informed by psy-
chological, sociological, biological, artistic, and educational
models.

Finally, three viewpoints bookend this special issue.
Bruce L. Moon reinforces the importance of anchoring the
definition of art therapy in artistic ways of knowing so that:

the words (definitions) we use to describe our work to the
public, to colleagues at professional conferences, to students
in educational settings, and to our peers in professional jour-
nals ultimately shape the ways we think about and practice
art therapy.

Janis Timm-Bottos’s influential work in community studio
settings and her current venture, “art hives” as third spaces,
decentralizes art therapy practice. She focuses on the bor-
derlands of art therapy as hybrid spaces for collaboration to
promote social inclusiveness through the arts. Heather
Spooner offers her views on developing a concise definition
of art therapy that would embrace the full spectrum of art
therapy practices. She calls for broadening the range
through which art therapy has been defined for the future
development of the field.

Clearly, art therapists should continue to critically
examine the socially constructed definition of art ther-
apy. Contributors to this issue argue for a definition
that represents the wide range of art therapy practice,
one that is transdisciplinary, self-reflexive, and destigma-
tizing, and that honors the voices of those who use our
services. Altogether, the authors push the boundaries of
traditional knowledge cultures of art therapy and call for
a definition of the field that is committed to diversity
and inclusion.
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