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Introduction 

In the time that has passed since a bright, blue autumn morning was shat­
tered by tragedy, the National September 11 Memorial & Museum has 
amassed more than 12,400 objects: contributions pouring in from survi­
vors, relatives, rescuers, and witnesses; people moved to unburden them­
selves of more than 12,400 experiences of horror, bewilderment, and 
sadness. To mark the moment, tell the story, heal, and transcend. We're left 
with a man's smashed eyeglasses, mortified, frozen into a state of shock; a 
wristwatch in pieces, its formal composure forever lost; a battered hockey 
stick. These objects present themselves with a certain ambiguity, straight 
through the glass. There is something about the banality of it all: a wom­
an's bloodied white pumps simply rest in a case; a widow's key waits; and a 
telescope looks inward. A bomb-blasted set of concrete stairs stands poised 
mid-museum, scarred, and dignified. It's as if the objects are holding their 
breath so as not to break the stillness of the whole affair, knowing that 
everything depends upon them now. 

Moving through the museum's exhibits you can't help but marvel at 
them-and at everyone else marveling at them. And you can't help but 
wonder what on earth we are all doing here, captured in awe by these 
objects. Nothing about the chaotic moments that rendered these objects 
in their current forms makes any sense, even now, many years later. And 
yet, as pilgrims yearning, answering an unspoken summons, we make our 
way here, in the hundreds of thousands, despite our uncertainties and our 
ambivalence about revisiting those moments-because the objects prevail. 
They hold up their end of the bargain. They live on to tell the heedful tale. 

§ 

This book is a chronicle and exploration of object-based pilgrimages, of 
the intricacies underpinning the meaning of objects, and of their affects in 
our everyday lives. This interdisciplinary research involved coordination 
among a museum professional from New York, a wilderness therapist from 
North Carolina, and a clinical consultant from British Columbia. Three 
individuals from very different places, backgrounds, and areas of expertise, 
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together set on learning how objects heal. The common factor among us 
is objects. We three-an exhibitor of objects, a healer with objects, and 
a maker of objects-are individuals who have dedicated our lives, in our 
own varied ways, to engaging with the power that even the humblest of 
objects wields. We share a belief that objects keep us well, often without 
our knowledge, and that our understanding of the psychological underpin­
nings of the human-object relationship helps us to see how museums can be 
places of health and healing. 

In our research, objects are broadly defined and include items found in 
nature (such as sticks, leaves, and stones); personal objects that we may 
refer to as everyday or ordinary; and objects that are newly made by our 
participants. Our research also includes cultural museum artifacts that are 
considered precious or rarified, including mundane (domestic) cultural an­
tiquities but also personal objects that have been donated to museums and 
therein indoctrinated into the ideology of the museum artifact. Our interest 
in working across this wide and interrelated spectrum of objects stems from 
our three areas of professional practice. Additionally, we have been drawn 
to focus on the underlying primary factors in the human-object relation­
ship inherent to meaning-making and personal development and health, as 
opposed to secondary or applied factors of monetary or commercial value. 
Our work focuses on the inherent relationship between mental health and 
the interrelated emotional, physical, and intellectual elements of objects 
fundamental to personal identity, social connection, and the "lifeworld."1 

Our shared passion united us as research partners and our different disci­
plines naturally converged, refining the theory of Psychotherapeutic Object 
Dynamics, with insights into the fundamental nature of objects in human 
experience. Our study is contextualized in scholarship and practice in mate­
rial culture, museum studies, phenomenology, psychology, psychotherapy, 
and the social sciences. As we discuss in detail later in the book, much of 
the theory and practice related to the study of objects, health, and healing is 
interdisciplinary and cannot be siloed. Instead, our research is scaffolded by 
themes across the literature as opposed to a fixed taxonomy. Our research 
work and theory is grounded in foundational theories and applied practices 
in areas including but not limited to the cognitive and perceptual function 
of objects in psychological development and consciousness (Arendt 1958; 
Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton 1981; Taborsky 1990); the attrib­
utes and phenomenological characteristics of objects and object encounters 
(Dewey 1934; Merleau-Ponty 1945; Csikszentmihalyi 1990; Turkle 2007; 
Wood and Latham 2014 ); meaning-making and visitor experience (Silver­
man 1995; Bedford 2014), communication (Hooper-Greenhill 1995; Lem­
monier 2012), and education (Dewey 1916; Vygotsky 1967; Hein 1993; 
Egan 1997). Furthermore, scholarship and applied practice in haptics and 
somatics (Wilson 1998; Macnaughton 2004; Ratcliff 2008; Bentzen 2015), 
object materiality (Dudley 2010), and the role of sensory-tactile engage­
ment in health and wellness (Chatterjee 2008; Critchley 2008; Gallace and 
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Spence 2008; Camic 2010) have informed our understandings of the inter­
connectedness between the physiological effects and psychological factors 
inherent in the human-object experience. Altogether, these areas of research 
and practice have influenced the development and delineation of our theo­
ry's elements particular to the interrelationship amongst object characteris­
tics; object associations; and human-object dynamic experiences. 

The therapeutic outcomes defined within the Theory of Psychother­
apeutic Object Dynamics have been shaped by scholarship and prac­
tice involving the ways in which people address trauma healing (Levine 
and Kline 2004; Van der Kolk 2015); grief (James and Friedman 2009); 
pain (Levine 2004); empathy, and prosocial behavior (Piff, Dietz, Fein­
berg, Stancato and Keltner 2015). In particular, we've utilized models 
of self-regulation (Baumeister 2017); neuroplasticity (Doidge 2015); self­
awareness (Rochberg-Halton 1984; Dweck 2007; Ekman and His Holiness 
the Dali Lama 2008; Levitin 2015), and similar integrative themes that 
address growth and healing. 

Towards identifying avenues for further research and recommendations 
for applications of the theory of Psychotherapeutic Object Dynamics, we 
have drawn from the literature and professional practices in private, pub­
lic and nonprofit sectors of the museum and mental health communities. 
Clinical research in the impacts of museum object engagement on mental, 
emotional and physical states of health and wellbeing (Silverman 2002; 
Chatterjee 2008; Chatterjee and Noble 2009; Camic 2010), and models 
for local and global organizational collaboration in health, wellbeing, and 
healing in museum and healthcare environments (O'Neill 2010; Silverman 
2010; the New Economics Foundation 2011; American Alliance of Muse­
ums 2018; Happy Museum Project 2019) have also influenced our recom­
mendations for readers. 

§ 

Based upon these foundations and our own qualitative research, we 
have generated a theory of the connection between objects in everyday 
life and psychological health, defined by common and distinct types of 
human-object engagement through which we identify these impacts. The 
framework of Psychotherapeutic Object Dynamics presents seven dy­
namic human-object actions that are inherent, psychologically primary, 
seemingly universal, and a part of how humans, by nature, use objects in 
particular ways that support wellness and promote healing. The theory 
suggests that objects are meaningful and intrinsic aspects of our lives be­
cause they are fundamentally necessary to our mental health. Much like 
we need certain vitamins and minerals for our bodies to be healthy, so do 
humans need object engagement for psychological health. We can look 
to specific forms of activity to identify the ways in which objects provide 
those necessary nutrients. 
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These dynamic object experiences are ubiquitous, ordinary, yet complex 
when examined deeply. Here is a general example: while on a visit to a 
tranquil beach, a man happens upon a small seashell. Curious, he picks it 
up, triggering a complex and transformative psychological dynamic that 
will impact his psychological health. 2 The man's recognition of the sea­
shell demonstrates the cognitive phenomenon of "discursive interaction": 
the seashell takes on socially ascribed symbolic meaning the moment he 
interacts with it (Taborsky 1990). 3 In an instant, the significance of the 
seashell evolves: the man's cognitive recognition of the seashell becomes 
transformed via subjective attributions including representations of other 
objects, events, and relationships (Rowe 2002), as well as newly formed as­
sociations with his pleasant experience in the moment. Those associations 
include sensory and emotional connections with the time, place, and his ac­
tivities here-constructs of his "lifeworld" (Merleau-Ponty 1945)-and in 
the unity of these elements of his experience. The personal meaning of the 
seashell transcends mere recognition into deep perception; he has a "uni­
fied experience" (Dewey 1934). Within this simple conjuncture of person, 
object, and touch, the seashell becomes an embodiment of the man's larger 
life experience (Wood and Latham 2011) and a "witness" to his pleasant 
time on the beach (Hoskins 1998). 

The man keeps this meaningful seashell in his pocket every day for years 
because it feels right to do so, such that he even feels empty or sad without 
it. The shell becomes a repository of his memory (Wood and Latham 2014) 
and a "companion in life experience" (Turkle 2007, 5). The object accom­
panies him as he continues along his life journey. Sometimes he touches 
and holds the object with pleasure, absently, or when talking about it with 
others, and these acts of touching, sensing, feeling, and remembering com­
bine to produce effects that are psychological as well as physiological (Dud­
ley 2010)4: he feels peaceful and relaxed when touching and holding the 
seashell, demonstrating the emotionally calming neurological response of 
"hypnoglyph" as defined by neurologist Hugo Critchley (2008). 

The inherent coalescence of our man's identification of and subjective 
association with the seashell, the attributed evocative object characteristics 
of the seashell, and his catalytic actions with it are intentional, affirming, 
and altogether construct an experience that supports his psychological con­
nection to his personal concepts of self, identity, and connection to life con­
tinuum: the fundamental elements of human development (Dewey 1934; 
Csikszentmihalyi 1984). This seemingly simple yet complex interplay with 
an object is inherent in the construct of human consciousness; the existence 
of objects and our experiences with them are grounding and mentally stabi­
lizing (Arendt 1958), and in our example of a man's engagement with a sea­
shell, their inherent functions as psychological stabilizers are therapeutic in 
nature. The therapeutic elements in this example would include competen­
cies such as self-regulation, as described by psychologist Roy Baumeister 
(2011); mindfulness as defined by collaborators Kabat-Zinn and the Dalai 
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Lama (2012); and the resilience and neuroplasticity shown in the work of 
neurologist Norman Doidge (2015). These mental states and competencies 
are vital to a person's psychological health and wellbeing. 5 By picking up 
and keeping this seashell, the man is contributing to his state of norma­
tive mental health. Both the body and the mind are nurtured and changed 
through the object experience. 

This illustration is general. Examining an authentic example, which you 
will encounter in our case studies, would involve more specificity regarding 
the person's particular feelings about the time, place, and various aspects 
of their experience, and its impact on their state of health. In the illustra­
tion above, we went with the hypothetical that the man's associations with 
the time and place were positive, such that his dynamic activity with the 
seashell fostered his wellbeing. But let's say the particulars of his object 
associations with the beach were traumatic. Something bad happened then 
and there, and he kept the seashell associated with that traumatic situation. 

The seashell would now have negative associations related to the par­
ticular elements of the traumatic situation, the same object characteristics 
we described in the first illustration-bearing witness, repository of memo­
ries, life companion-but the dynamic activity of keeping the object in his 
pocket every day could be part of a therapeutic act of healing. His meaning­
making experience and associations with the seashell, its attributed char­
acteristics, and his action of keeping it close on a continual basis would 
again serve his fundamental need for connection to self, identity and life 
continuum. The object prevails as a reminder of the negative nature of the 
experience; by keeping it close, he reminds himself of his own resilience and 
endurance, which are vital to psychological healing. His dynamic object 
relationship helps him through the stages of trauma healing, which include 
the releasing and rearticulation of emotional and physiological response 
patterns (Levine 1997). These patterns, locked deep in the body-mind sys­
tem as a result of traumatic experiences, could be even further reshaped and 
redirected by intentional therapeutic work that focuses on capacity build­
ing in the areas of resilience, self-regulation, and self-awareness (Levine 
and van der Kolk 2015). We could continue with the hypothetical story of 
our man's relationship with the seashell, and imagine that he someday gives 
it to someone meaningful in his life, or perhaps he at some point destroys 
it, forever removing it from his life. Those are also object dynamics inherent 
to human health and healing. But more on those later. 

§ 

The story of our pilgrimage, so to speak, was initiated by Brenda Cowan 
who developed the theory via field work at an adolescent wilderness ther­
apy facility, followed by team-based qualitative case study work performed 
with Ross Laird, Jason McKeown and Melisa Delibegovic at four museums 
and via an open sourced online survey. Altogether, 83 in-depth interviews, 












