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In this paper I examine accumulation as a kind of vital force: piles of clutter grow of their
own accord, against our own volition. Rather than study hoarding as a psychological
disorder, I see it as an extreme symptom of a socioeconomic phase of capitalism —
everywhere people are caught up in capitalist exchange households are experiencing a
kind of material excess of valueless things that are nonetheless taxing to get rid of. I
explore these accumulative lifeforms as semiotic processes, using the case of hoarding to
develop a theory of semiotic animacy. The phenomenological experience of things as
living beings is above all the product of the liveliness of signs, and masses of objects
develop semiotic associations between themselves that take on the form of an extra-human
collectivity. Clutter resembles the crowd, an uncontrollable social force greater than the

sum of its parts.
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