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What’s blood got to do with it? A queer exploration of the
genogram and its application in art therapy
Asha Zappa

Abstract
This article explores the use of the genogram in art therapy training and practice, and the ways in
which it replicates oppressive, hierarchical social structures. The contexts in which the genogram
was created and the ways it is used in art therapy and other therapeutic professions are analysed
and critiqued using queer theory as a lens. Given the ways in which the genogram reinforces
kyriarchical structures of oppression, this article examines the ethics of using the genogram in
art therapy, and suggests possible alternatives.
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Introduction: Blood, ties, and
potentiality

The genogram: A story of creating
(his)stories

a series of standardised symbols. These
symbols enable genograms to be ‘read’ by
various clinicians, whilst providing potentially
extensive detail of the client’s family. This
detail can serve to illustrate intergenerational
patterns, family or household structure,
and family dynamics (Taylor, Clement, &
Ledet, 2013). The genogram has numerous
applications within mental health, such as in
case-notes and service referrals, and provides a
common language for various service providers
to communicate with each other.
Horovitz (2014) recommends art therapist
trainees learn the genogram as a part of
their training, preferably by doing their own.
Although Horovitz (2014) refers specifically
to art therapist training in the United States of
America, art therapists in other countries have
also been exposed to the tool. For example,
an autobiographical genogram is the basis of
a compulsory assignment in the first year of
the Western Sydney University Master of Art
Therapy programme.

A genogram, as defined by Horovitz (2014),
is a visual mapping of a client’s family tree,
typically showing three generations using

When tasked with creating my own genogram
as part of my training, I baulked. It was
discomfiting to reduce my experiences, and

The genogram is a family tree which uses
standardised symbols to represent individuals
and relationships. It is used by some art
therapists (see Horovitz, 2014), but it is not
un-problematic. In this article, I use queer
theory to explore the ways in which the
genogram reproduces structures of oppression
within the therapeutic relationship. I query
how art therapists can use the genogram whilst
remaining aware of, and disrupting, these
structures as culturally sensitive art therapists,
particularly referencing critiques from other
professions and areas of specialty. I intersperse
the discussion with anecdotes from my own
experiences as a trainee art therapist in order
to show how this seemingly innocuous practice
re/produces oppressive experiences.
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