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Je students in mYy seminar what things th

ered meaningful. One young \\‘omun:‘h : 3
owned a shirt once worn by Jerry \om;;lz
All the students agrccd‘th;n Scin‘
and meaning. Exacty
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owned that they consid

hly Jdmitted that she

had bought on eBay.
orn the shirt gave it value

what meaning they couldn't articulate. “But it was worn by |
vjem

Seinfeld!” was the best they could do.
“But if you didn't know it had been worn by Jerry Seinfeld,”|
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“No, absolutely not” was the reply.
: rrhre=rale-isrryOnT ficad and not really in the shirt?”
The students objected, saying that something of the essence of
Seinfeld was connected to the shirt, as if he had left s(m;;'(;)‘-:r: “:"
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himself there, even though the shirt had been laundered
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“Fven if this was true, s 3 Whe
E ¢, su what? Why would that give it value:”
| asked.

“Becausce then vou wo ' o - g s e

Be \ uld be connected 1o Jerry Seinfeld” was
the response.

After class, | thought, Wasnt this what Irene was doing? Per-
haps she was trving to get connected to the world through her
(hings——and to her, cach one of those things was just like Jerry
Seinfeld's shirt. They connected her to something bigger than her-
self. They gave her an expanded identity, a more meaningful life. It

wasn't the objects themselves that she valued, but the connections

thev svmbolized. And it's the same whether we collect celebnties'
clothing, a picce of the Berlin \Wall, a deck chair off the Tianic, or

five tons of old newspapers, We can't help but imagine that some

essence of the person or the event symbolized by the objects will
‘rﬁqa‘éi—c_ally rub off and become part of us.

At the end of the nineteenth century, a Scottish anthropologist
named Sir James Frazer wrote an influential treatise on “magical
chinking” and religion called The Golden Bough that shed some
light on the lure of possessions. He described two forms of what
he called sympathetic magic. According to this thinking. objects
are in sympathy if they have propertics that resemble cach other
(similarity) or if they were at one time touching or physically sga
each other (contagion)(1f two things are in sympathy; they have ¢
continued and mutual miluence on each other. Yihe second deh-
nition of sympathy. contagion, seems to be at the core of our ten-
dency to sec magic in objects such as Jerry Seinfeld's shirt, One
study, for example. found that children judged an abject that had
been touched by the queen of England to be more important
than an identical object that had not been touched by her. The
first object contained an essence hot apparent {rom its physical

characteristics.
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distress and dysfunction are the determining lactors 4 10 Whetly,
hoarding constitutes a disorder in a particular case. | clutter Pre.
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hoarding has on their lives. For them, hoarding is ¢e
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vents the person from using his or her living space, and
ing and saving cause substantial distress or interference iy eveny.
day hving, the hoarding is pathological. But exactly whay kiyg of
pathelogy is not clear,

Hoarding has been widely considered to be a subtype of 0CD,
oceurring among one-third of the people diagnosed with thy dis-
order. Interestingly, when we flip it around and study only thoge
who complain of hoarding, only just under one-quarter of them re.
port having OCD symptoms. Recent findings have begun 1o chyl
lenge the view that hoarding is a part of OCD and suggest thy
hoarding may be a disorder all its own, quite separate from OCD,
though sharing some of it characteristics. Classic OCD symp:
toms are associated with anxiety, The se

quence begins witly g
unwanted intrusive thought (e.g, "My hands are contaminated

from touching the doorknob™), foll
tor designed 1o relieve the distress created by the intrusive thought
teg, estensive hand washing or cle
nat part of this OCp Picture; compulsive behavior s driven by
the need 19 reduce distress of ln hoarding, however
we I‘rcqucnlly see

Positive emotions propelling acquisition and sav

owed h(a compulsive beha

aning). Positive emaotions are
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ing. We see negative emotions in hoarding as well—anviety, guilt,

shame, regret— but these arise almost exclusively from attempts

to get rid ol possessions and to avoid acquiring new ones.

Other evidence suggests crucial differences between hoarders
and people with classic OCD. The genetic ||nkagu studies show a
different pattern o lwnml)lh M?ﬁl inge. 14 LM7
wise, brain scans reveal a different patTer activinio =

for hoarders. Hoarders don't scem to respond to the same treat-

ments as people with classic OCD symptoms, and they show more

severe family and social disability, gs well as less gnsight into the

nature of the problem. 27 6.
In fact. the mixture of pleasure and pain hoarding provides dis-

tinguishes it from all of the anxiety and mood disorders. In many

ways, hoarding looks like an impulse control disorder (1CD). 1CDs

are characterized by the inability to resist an urge or impulse even

though the bebavior is dangerous or harmtul. In fact, compulsive
buying, a major component of hoarding, is considered to be an
ICD, as is Kleptomania. Because pathological gambling, like com-
pulsive buying, is classified as an ICD, we wondered whether it,
too, would be related to hoarding. To find out, we put an ad in the
newspaper looking for people with gambling problems. We found
that people with serious gambling problems reported problems
with clutter, excessive buying. and difficulty discarding things at
much higher rates than people without gambling problems. What
may unite these disorders, besides a lack of impulse control, is 4
psychology of opportunity. One gambler from our study described
his experience to me: "Seeing the scratch tickets over the coun-
ter at the convenience store leads me to think, One of those tickets
is surely a winner, maybe a wmillion-dollar winner. How can | walk
away when the opportunity is there?” Our hoarders have

things about items they've wanted 1o acquire,

said similar

Although the acquisitive features of hoarding look like an 1ICD
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Owning

Irene loved only the things she owned or was about to own
people’s stuff carried no such allure. She liked having h..(.)um
“reasures” around her, preferably untouched by anyone ¢ ‘Ll’ own
and again, we have been struck by the idea that ’homl, 5“-‘]|mc
about the objects themselves but about ownership. e B
To understand hoarding, we must first ask a simple -
What does it mean to own something? It turns nulll;'(‘llwm”n‘
swer to this question is not so simple. Philosophers h: "‘"‘ the an-
the nature of ownership as far back as Plato in lhc.l'n:\; d.vhm“l
l!.C.'li. Plato was convinced that owning things \\'us-ur:: .(‘“"“”'.\
avoided. He even argued that private ownershib should I)cL I: :” hs
anne

ilnd dl ¢ g 4 i S S
' e cv 1S \l“'
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dent, held the opposite view: he believed that individual owner-
ship was essential for the development of moral character. How-
r. he thought that ownership should he reserved only for those

:I:o knew how to use the possession. In the thirteenth century,
Gaint Thomas Aquinas took a middle path and spoke of “steward-
ship” rather than ownership, whereby people are merely the tem-
porary guardians of God's possessions. In the seventeenth century,
ohn Locke suggested that things should belong only to those who
work for them, while a century later David Hume theorized that
when we see an object in someone’s possession and accept that ob-
ject as part of that person, we are conveying ownership to the pos-
gessor— S0 ownership is in part defined by social consensus. These
philosophers' interest in ownership stemmed from their interest in
how society should be structured and economies should be run.
[t was left to more recent philasophers and social scientists to ex-
plore the meaning of ownership from an individual's perspective.
Jean-Paul Sartre insisted that we learn who we are by observing
what we own. He argued that ownership of most tangible objects
occurs with their acquisition or creation. Actively creating or ac-
quiring the object is key. If something is passively acquired, own-
ership has to come from mastery over it or intimate knowledge of
it. He suggested that ownership extends beyond objects to include
intangible things as well. For instance, mastering a skill conveys
an ownership of sorts. Also, by knowing something intimately, we
come to own it, like a hiker who “knows" every inch of a mountain
trail and comes to feel as if he or she “owns” the trail. Reflecting
on the meaning of existence, Sartre wrote that "to have” is one of
three basic forms of human experience, the other two heing “to do”
and “to be.”

Apart from Sartre, most of the writings about ownership in the
twentieth century came from the social and biological sciences.

In 1918, psychologist William James described “appropriation” or
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It is unclear whether the acquisi
tually or culturally driven. of both. What is clear is that notions %
ry widely across cultures, and acquisitive tendencies

hin cultures. In some early civilizations, possessions

art of an individual's “life spirit” or self. Anthropolo-
ogical process for ownp-

ownership va
vary widely wit

were seen as p
gists have proposed this as the basic psychol

ership, which can be refined by cultural factorgf'\]mong the Many-

c_sx).’zls_._g_rlisland tribe in Papua New Guinea destribed by Margaret
NMead in 1930, this belief was readily apparent. They held posses-
cions 1o be sacred and grieved for things lost as they would for og (§
loved ones. In contrast, the Tasaday of the Philippines, an isolated
culture first discovered in the early 1970s, placed Tittle value on
passessions, perhaps because they needed few of them to survive)
By the middle of the twentieth century, psychoanalyst Eric
Fromm had developed a theory of character in which he suggested
that acquiring things is one way that people relate to the world
around them. He believed that acquisiti “core” as ‘
character, Excessive acquisition (ir wh;)tnFr::::na ‘w”" a*‘“P(’Cl °
: called a “hoard-

ing orientation,” is one of four types of “nonproductive” characte

M;uplc with a hoarding orientation, he thought, gain their " . L"’-
of security from collecting and saving things. Fromm déq S L‘lmc
people with this orientation as withdrawn, compulsive, su51;:c:](:1’j:l

t } -

and punctuality 1 y -
punctuality. In bis later writings, Fromm posited two cont
- ' rast-

? el v
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of the self these analysts believed every child has the impul
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tain. According to Abraham, the child replaces the desi
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feces with a more acceptable impulse — 1o acquire -
The more recent object relations school of ps\'d:ln .nl |I\lf~.\t-ssul)|\s.
describes the situation slightly differently. Du;’mld \\nln\nm thought
duced the phrase_transitional object” l;) refer o l)h\'\il‘k:l)l(‘)]l:j“m.
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to which children form intense attachments as they deve lop
S as they lop au-

tonomy from their parents. These objects (e.g., blankets, soft tovs)
are replacements for the mother and form a transition from nmll.\zr
to independence. Early on, the mother is able to soothe the child
At some point. the transitional object takes over that role until lhn:
child is old enough to soothe himself or herself. (My own daughter
begame attached to a blanket she named Mana. 1"huuuh now in
her twenties, she still takes NMana with her whenever Sl;t‘ st
SguC Freud said little about hoarding, but he did describe _QQQAQ! MQ ! -
a trio of traits he believed result from an anal fixation: nrdcrlincSS‘.) ' O) .

parsimony and obstinacy. The parsimony component of the anal /Wb ] (4\(%))

P BTN -
iriad includes the hoarding of money: miserliness, or stinginess.

Langley Collyer seemed to fit at least two of these traits, parsimony
and obstinacy, although there is little evidence of his orderliness.
Freud saw the hoarding of money as symbolic of fecal retention.

e “anal triad” can be seen in the current diagnos- K Ohst TY 'M =

——

Remnants of th
tic criteria for obsessive-compulsive personality disorder (OCPD). o W Sf%m” M/)"_}
This disorder, which is distinet from obsessive-compulsive disor- oA /

der (OCD), also closely fits Fromm's description of people with a

" For example, one of the eight criteria for

ails, rules, order, and organiza-

ing rigid

“hoarding orientation.’
OCPD is a preoccupation with det

tion: another is being stingy with money; and a third is be
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and stubbom, Included among the t'l;g_ht is “the lnalnhly todye ard
;5 worn-out or worthless objects even when they hf‘;(' o Sentig,.,
(/a Ll value.” Objects in a hoard may appear to be without value ¢,
| &'WO\QGW‘O observer, but someone with a hoarding pmb'("" would l'-m”\. de.
§ $< *  senibe thempyds worthhess,
¢ Only in % decades have scientists hegun VCstiny,
. these li)t-nrws with empirical research. Lita Furby, a pionee, re.
: scarcher in the field of ownership and possessions, studicd exply.
X nations for the things people own. She found three major theme,
! among people of all ages. The first and most frequent wis thay
f i PossSessIons allow the owner to do or accomplish s0""'1])1’:&, In
) =t her words, possessions provide a sense Ol RRLOL al poyer or of-
$ = ficacy. Possessions have instrumental value; they are tools 1, per-

( mm form tasks. We need things 1o do things, to exert some control ¢,
o our environment. This mirrors findings from our carliest study

hoarding, in which both our hoarding and non-hoarding paric,;.

DAL 0

Smm/ pants said that they owned things because they had uses for them
Virtually all of our hoarding clients make this claim for things 1},
" save, but so da people who don't have hoarding problems, T (hll-
Ton & Terence hetweensgople who hoard and those who don't s jj, the
QJM‘ —zolume and vnri:b;f things they view as “useful.” For example,
m& 36 e elderly hunn%s;wc(l the labels from cans and jars of lood 1,

ot ‘ -
4 stnse

use as stationery.

ol_security, reminiscent of Winnicott's transitional obi :

Lsecurity, refmniscent o mnicotls transitional uhjc(:ls. I'his
’ .

W/—-PWO/‘m (herme was-atso emphasized by Alfred Adler, an analyst who brok.

s

Wm/ with classical psychoanalysis in suggesting that acquiring posses-

,M I JP ions is one way people compensate for a sense of inferiority ¢re.

Q_,,‘E! g ated at birth, “That inanimate objects can provide comlon s

o <

demonstrated by Haery Harlow's classic experiments with infan

oy
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Furby's sccond theme was that possessions provide
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monkeys, who showed an innate preference for o sofi cloth sur

rogate mother over a wire-mesh one, even though the wire-mes;
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surrogate provided them with food and the cloth one didn't. When

frightened, the monkeys ran 1o the sofy surrogate, demonstrating

that the texture of abjects can provide comfon and security, Such
comfort in objects led Irene to build 4 fortress of stuff and many
of our clients 1o describe their homes as “cocoons” or "bunkers.”

One recent theory about hoarding by Stephen Kellet suggests that

it evolved from attempts to create and maintain secure living sites,

similar to nesting behaviors in animals,

The third major theme identified by Furby was that possessions
become part of an individual's sensc of self, just as Sarre beheved,
This kind of attachment can be subtle vet powerful, Ohje
increase one’s sense of status or power and expand one

Cis can
s potential:
my purchase of a piano provides me with the potential to he
a pianist, thereby expanding my identity. Objects can also maintain
identity by preserving personal history, Most people save memen-
tos of their personal past. These mementos become repositories for
the sensations, thoughts, and emotions present during earlier ex-
periences, promoting sensations such as the rush

can accompany hearing a song or smelling a sce

come

nt frrom the past.

Collecting

People collect and save objects as 4 hobby in virtually
The earliest documented evidence of ¢olle

all cultures,
cting comes from exca-
vations of the Persian tombs at Ur in what is now Iraq. A collee-
tion of eleven hundred seal impressions on lumps of clay found
there date to the filth century p.c.i, In contemporary society, of
course, many people collect objects of various types, from

antique
cars to matchboxes. By one estimate, one-third of

adults in the
United States collect something, and two-thirds of all houscholds

have at least one collector in residence. Some people collect odd



