Why We Keep Stuff: If You Want to Understand People, Take a Look at What
They Hang On To
Caroline Knapp, a humane and thoughtful writer, died at the age of 42 in 2002.
She worked for the Phoenix newspapers as staff writer, editor, and contributing
columnist. This essay is taken from The Merry Recluse: A Life in Essay —a collection of some
of the best of Knapp's writing.
Stuff, stuff, I am surrounded by stuff. Stuff I don't need, stuff I don't use, but stuff I feel
compelled to keep. Here in my office, as I write this, I am drowning in a sea of stuff. There is the
stuff of procrastination—piles of letters I should answer, manuscripts I should return, memos I
should file away.
There is the stuff of daily business—interoffice communications in one heap here, this form
and that form in that heap there, bills in yet another.
But mostly, there is the more generalized stuff, the stuff we all hold on to for inexplicable
reasons—the stuff, in other words, of which stuff is made. Old catalogs of stuff I might want to
order someday. Old magazines I might want to read, or reread. Unsolicited freelance articles I
might want to publish. And even more useless stuff, stuff with no discernible purpose or future
value.
On one corner of a shelf hangs a bunch of ribbons, saved over the years from various
packages. On another, a pile of old letters from readers that I'll no doubt never open again and
never answer. On my desk, a Rolodex crammed with numbers I'll never call (the National
Association of Theater Operators? The Detroit office of the National Transportation Union?
Huh?). In one corner, I even have a pile of envelopes containing transaction slips from the
automatic teller machine that date all the way back to February 1988. That's more than three
years of bank slips—stuff, pure and simple.
Yet in an odd way, a lot of the stuff has meaning. Granted, the significance of a pile of old
ribbons may be minimal, but I think the things that people choose to hang on to, and the ways
they hang on to them, are quite telling—small testimonies to the ways people organize their lives
on both external and internal levels. Want to understand people a little more clearly? Look
through their stuff.
Several years ago, as I was preparing to move out of an apartment I'd lived in for four years, I
undertook my first major purge of stuff, which provided an excellent lesson in the nature of the
beast. Historically, I've been a relentless pack rat, the sort of person who keeps vast numbers of
relics and mementos in vast numbers of boxes around the house—ticket stubs to concerts and
movies; store receipts for goods and clothing I'd long ago stopped thinking about returning;
letters from people I'd long ago lost track of, even old shoes. But moving out of that particular
apartment was a big step—I was leaving a place where I'd lived alone (with plenty of room for
stuff) and into a new apartment—and presumably, a new life—with a man (who had much less
room for stuff).

Accordingly, the purge was more than a logistical necessity; it also had a certain
psychological value. Sure, it made sense to get rid of a lot of it: I didn't really need to hang on to
that broken toaster-oven, or that tattered coat I'd stopped wearing years before. I didn't need to
save the letter of acceptance from the graduate school I'd long ago decided not to attend. I didn't
need the three boxes of back issues of Gourmet magazine. But divesting myself of all that stuff
meant much more than whittling down my possessions to a manageable degree.
At one point, I remember going through a dresser in which I kept several pairs of jeans that
I'd worn during a long and protracted struggle with anorexia. They were tiny jeans in tiny,
skeletal sizes, jean with bad associations, jeans with no place in the life of someone who was
trying to launch into a healthier way of living. But I'd held on to them for years and, in doing so,
had held on to a set of possibilities: that I might one day need those tiny, cigarette-legged jeans
again; that I might one day fit into them; and accordingly, that what I felt to be my "recovery"
from anorexia might be tenuous at best, false at worst.
The message hidden away in that dresser drawer had to do with fear, and, needless to say,
throwing out the clothes from that earlier time was an enormously healthy move: it was part of
an effort to say good-bye to a person I used to be.
And so it is with most of our stuff: the things we keep stored away in our closets and shelves
often mirror the things we hold on to inside: fears, memories, dreams, false perceptions. A good
deal of that stuff in my office, for example, speaks to an abiding terror of screwing up, a fear that
I might actually need one of those articles from one of those old magazines, or one of those old
phone numbers from the Rolodex, or one of those memos or letters or whatever.
Lurking behind the automatic-teller-machine slips? My relentless fear of finance, and the
accompanying conviction that as soon as I toss them all out, the bank will call and inform me
that some huge deposit I could once verify has disappeared. Even the pile of ribbons on the shelf
reflects some vague anxiety, a (comparatively minor and obsessive) worry—that one of these
days, I'll have a present to wrap and (gasp) there'll be no ribbon at hand to tie it up. My mother
keeps a huge basket at home filled with nothing but rubber bands, and I'm sure she holds on to it
for the same reasons: it speaks to an absolute certainty on her part that the moment she throws
them away, she'll find herself in desperate need of an elastic. We might need it. We might miss
it. It might come back in style and we might want to wear it again. If getting rid of stuff is hard,
it's because it feels like cutting off options. Or sides of ourselves. Or pieces of our history. And,
the actual value of holding on to stuff notwithstanding, those things can be unsettling to give
up. The movie and ticket stubs I'd kept stored away for years in my old apartment, for example,
reflected good times, happy moments in relationships that I didn't want to forget; the ragged coat
was a piece of clothing I'd felt pretty in, a feeling I didn't want to lose; the Gourmet magazines
held out hopes for my (then sorely lacking) kitchen skills. Even the broken toaster-oven
contained a memory—I'd bought it almost a decade earlier, with a man I'd been involved with,
during a very happy year we'd lived together.
The trick, I suppose, is to learn to manage stuff, the same way you learn to manage fears and
feelings. To throw a little logic into the heaps of stuff. To think a little rationally. Would the
world really come crashing down if I tossed out some crucial phone number? Would my
personal history really get tossed into the trash along with my mementos? Would I die, or even
suffer a mite, without all those ribbons?

No, probably not. But I think I'll keep holding on to those bank slips. . . just in case.

