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It has been argued that ours is the age of 
sharing, and that sharing is a keyword for the 
digital age (John, 2016a; 2016b). This proposi-
tion is based on the centrality of the concept 
of sharing in three important social spheres: 
the online sphere, where sharing is the con-
stitutive activity (Brake, 2014; John, 2013); the 
sphere of intimate relations, where sharing 
is the predominant type of talk (Carbaugh, 
1988, especially chapter 8); and the economic 
sphere, where sharing refers to a mode of 
resource distribution or allocation (Belk, 2010; 
2014b). In this article I focus on the meaning 
of ‘sharing’ in the context of the sharing econ-
omy, where the very word ‘sharing’ has reg-
ularly been contested and challenged. This is 
not the fi rst analysis of the language and dis-
course of the sharing economy (see, for 
instance, Cockayne, 2016; Ertz  and Leblanc-

Proulx, 2018; Richardson, 2015), but, as will 
become clear below, both the theoretical start-
ing point and empirical basis of this study 
diff er from earlier research.

Much of what has been writt en about the 
sharing economy is to do with living in the city 
(see, especially, Chan and Zhang, 2018). As 
Richardson (2015, p. 126) observed, ‘costly, 
densely populated urban areas [are] where the 
sharing economy thrives’.1 It is notable in 
this context that the two companies most fre-
quently associated with the sharing economy 
– Airbnb and Uber – off er solutions for trans-
portation and accommodation; indeed, Airbnb 
has explicitly stated that it aims to promote 
the ‘shared city’.2 Companies and organiza-
tions strive to promote a sense of community 
among neighbours, based on the notion that 
city dwellers do not know one another and are 



12 BUILT  ENVIRONMENT   VOL  46   NO  1

SPACE-SHARING PRACTICES IN THE CITY

isolated from and anonymous to one another. 
Thus, Shareable, a major online hub for what 
it calls the ‘sharing transformation’, places great 
emphasis on ‘sharing cities’, while McLaren 
and Agyeman’s manifesto for the same (2015) 
has been widely cited.

Various scholars have critiqued the sharing 
economy for its deleterious eff ects on partici-
pants and society at large: it has been accused 
of reproducing class-based stratifi cation, of 
creating micro-entrepreneurs of everyone, of 
pushing up rents in already expensive cities, 
of creating an enormous precarious work-
force, and more (for signifi cant critiques, see 
Scholz, 2017; Schor, 2016; Schor and Fitz -
maurice, 2015; Slee, 2015). I do not develop 
these critiques here, but they are relevant insofar 
as they provide a motivation for the argument, 
which I do discuss here: that whatever is 
happening in the sharing economy, it is not 
sharing. Indeed, one of the issues that has 
exercised a number of writers, both lay and 
academic, is what these shifts in the practices 
subsumed by ‘sharing’ actually have to do 
with sharing. As Belk (2014a, p. 7) has put 
it: ‘It is argued that some of the diff erent 
phenomena now fl ying under the banner 
of sharing are not sharing at all, but merely 

appropriations of this socially desirable term’. 
For some, where money changes hands, there 
is no sharing (Eckhardt and Bardhi, 2015). For 
others, there can still be sharing (perhaps of 
something else) even when money is paid for 
a service or product. This has been dubbed 
‘sharing for money’ (see John, 2016a, p. 1). 

Yet as a starting point for research, stating 
that ‘The term sharing economy is improper’ 
(Ertz  and Leblanc-Proulx, 2018, p. 1074) is 
unproductive for both empirical and theoretical 
reasons. Regardless of whether the ‘sharing 
economy’ is the proper term or not, it is by 
far the most popular term out there, at least 
judging by Google web searches over the 
last decade (see fi gure 1). Moreover, in the 
academic fi eld it is the term ‘sharing economy’ 
that appears in articles around three times 
more frequently than ‘collaborative consump-
tion’ (Ertz  and Leblanc-Proulx, 2018, table 1).3 
To reject the term ‘sharing economy’ now is 
to close the barn door long after the horse has 
bolted. As Robin Lakoff  (2000, p. 87) argued, 
‘Whoever gets to establish those connections 
fi rst … controls the meanings (in the larger 
sense) of these new words and expressions’. 
This is not to say, however, that these mean-
ings have ossifi ed; as I show, there is still 

Figure 1. Google searches for ‘sharing economy’, ‘collaborative consumption’ and ‘collaborative economy’ 
since 2008.
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plenty of debate within the realms of the 
sharing economy as to what ‘sharing’ means. 
However, this is by far the most prevalent 
term in everyday usage.

As well as ‘sharing economy’ being the 
prevalent term in everyday use, there are also 
theoretical reasons for inquiring into what 
people mean by it rather than dismissing it as 
the wrong term for this set of practices. These 
reasons draw on the pragmatic approach to 
language (Verschueren, 1999; Verschueren 
and Östman, 2009). Put most simply, prag-
matics understands meaning as produced 
through usage; as defi ned by Verschueren, 
pragmatics is ‘the study of language use’ (Ver-
schueren, 1999, p. 1). Part of this approach is 
that ‘meaning, as a defi ning feature of what 
pragmatics is concerned with, is not seen as a 
stable counterpart to linguistic form. Rather, 
it is dynamically generated in the process 
of using language’ (Verschueren, 1999, p. 11). 
This view is clearly not shared by those who 
state that this or that practice is not really 
sharing. For them, language is stable, and fi xed 
defi nitions for words and concepts can be 
proff ered. For instance, Eckhardt and Bardhi 
(2015) defi ne sharing as ‘a form of social ex-
change that takes place among people known 
to each other, without any profi t’, while Belk 
(2010) defi nes sharing such that reciprocity is 
a counterindication for it. Practices are then 
held up against these defi nitions, such that if 
a practice takes place among people who are 
not known to each other, or if reciprocity is 
entailed, then, by defi nition, the practice is not 
one of sharing. 

There are two main problems with this 
approach. The fi rst is that it pays insuffi  -
cient att ention to the context in which these 
defi nitions were forged and creates an im-
pression of timelessness. This impression is 
reinforced when authors refer to prehistoric 
and/or hunter-gatherer societies as paradigm-
atic of true sharing (e.g. Botsman and Rogers, 
2010; but see Bird-David, 2005). The second, 
and related problem, is that such defi nitions 
run the risk of simply becoming outdated: 
what happens when people use the word 

‘sharing’ to refer to interactions with people 
they do not know, or when their use of the 
word includes practices wherein reciprocity 
is expected? To take a word with interesting 
parallels with ‘sharing’, many defi nitions 
of ‘community’ have included physical co-
presence as a crucial feature. Today, however, 
it is common to talk of online communities. 
As with ‘sharing’, corporations undoubtedly 
use the word ‘community’ in order to benefi t 
from its warm glow, often where the word 
‘customer’ might be considered more apt. 
However, our understanding of online com-
munities would be severely restricted were 
we to refuse to engage with the word. That 
is, rather than saying, ‘whatever these groups 
are, they are not communities’, we would 
learn more by abstaining from judgment as to 
whether the word ‘community’ is being used 
‘properly’ when referring to groups whose 
members are not physically co-present, and 
asking instead what it is about that word that 
makes it att ractive to corporations. 

This is not to say that language cannot be 
used in ways designed to bring people to see 
things in a certain – possibly distorted – way; 
one might say that this is the very premise 
of advertising. But these conscious eff orts to 
att ach a signifi ed to a signifi er artifi cially are 
theoretically less interesting than new uses 
of words. Nor does the pragmatic approach 
mean adhering to the Humpty Dumpty theory 
of language as presented in Lewis Carroll’s 
Through the Looking Glass, whereby a word 
‘means just what I choose it to mean’. The 
construction of meaning is a social, not indi-
vidual, endeavour. Finally, the approach 
adopted here does not imply foregoing a 
normative stance. A word’s moral timbre 
can shift over time without it requiring us to 
shift our moral stance towards the practices 
that are, or used to be, signifi ed by that word. 
Thus, even if people use ‘sharing’ to refer 
to for-profi t transactions, one is still able to 
critique those transactions and to valorize 
human interactions that do not involve profi t.

This article’s pragmatic approach also takes 
inspiration from Raymond Williams’s (1976) 
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treatment of keywords. When studying key-
words, he claimed, the dictionary is only of 
limited use. This is certainly the case with 
‘sharing’, where the Oxford English Diction-
ary’s entry for ‘share’ still fails to mention 
its digital meanings. More than this, though, 
Williams argues that ‘some important social 
and historical process occur within language’ 
(Williams, 1976, p. 22, emphasis in original). 
John (2016a) has argued that one such process 
occurring within the word ‘sharing’ is the 
expansion of the public at the expense of the 
private across the three spheres mentioned 
above: the online, the interpersonal, and the 
economic. Building on that work, this paper 
examines how people from diff erent areas of 
the sharing economy grapple with the mean-
ings and uses of the very word, ‘sharing’. Do 
they identify with ‘sharing’ as describing what 
they do? Do they feel the word is being abused? 
If so, do they care? And what does all this tell 
us about the sharing economy and what it 
might mean to strive for a sharing city?

Method

Semi-structured in-depth interviews were 
conducted between January 2013 and October 
2016 with 34 people who see themselves as 
operating within the sharing economy. Inter-
views were conducted in London (n = 9), Paris 
(4), Berlin (3), New York (9) and San Francisco 
(9) at interviewees’ places of work or a coff ee 
shop of their choosing. Two interviews were 
conducted over video on Skype. 

I wished to interview people from a number 
of diff erent cities partly because the sharing 
economy itself is a global phenomenon, but 
also in order to hear a range of views. The 
choice of these cities was driven by a combina-
tion of their centrality to the sharing economy, 
convenience, and funding opportunities. The 
fi rst interviews were conducted in London 
while I had a fellowship in that city; the inter-
views in Berlin were conducted in parallel 
with a conference I att ended there. Research 
trips to Paris, New York and San Francisco 
were funded by a grant in support of this 

research. They were chosen for their im-
portance as global cities, and because they are 
home to a number of important organizations 
within the sharing economy, be they for- or 
non-profi t. I do not claim that these cities are 
representative of cities in Latin America, say, 
or Southeast Asia. However, in China, for 
instance, one can fi nd a similar concern with 
the tension between doing things for money 
or for free that I describe in this article.4 

It should be noted that Paris and Berlin 
are, of course, not located in English-speak-
ing countries. Nonetheless, the people I met 
there spoke English (I could not have inter-
viewed them otherwise) and were familiar 
with debates over the nature of the sharing 
economy. When we discussed the idea of 
‘sharing’, it was in relation to the English 
word. It is beyond the scope of this study to 
delve deeply into the etymology of the French 
and German words for ‘sharing’. 

Interviewees were located in a number of 
ways. First, internet searches were conducted 
for ‘sharing economy’ in each of the cities. 
These searches often produced numerous lists 
of companies and organizations considered to 
be part of the sharing economy, news articles 
about such companies and organizations, 
and conferences on the subject of the sharing 
economy. Founders or key position holders 
in the relevant organizations were identifi ed 
as potential interviewees and contacted. In 
some cases, interviewees were asked to sug-
gest other potential interviewees. Relying on 
the internet for locating interviewees may 
appear to exclude organizations with no inter-
net presence from the scope of this study. 
However, given that the term ‘sharing economy’ 
today refers to a set of digitally-mediated 
phenomena, and given that there is hardly an 
institution in this domain that has no online 
presence, I think this approach was eff ective 
and reasonable. 

When working with such a contested term 
as ‘sharing economy’, one’s source of data can 
profoundly impact on one’s fi ndings and sub-
sequent conclusions. In this regard, and, in a 
way, in keeping with the pragmatic approach 
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outlined above, it is important to note that 
for this study I did not decide ahead of time 
whether a certain person belonged to the 
sharing economy. If they had been identifi ed 
as a result of being included in a newspaper 
article or blog post about the sharing 
economy, for instance, and if they agreed to 
be interviewed knowing that the interview 
was to discuss the sharing economy, then they 
were considered part of the sharing economy. 
Thus, my pool of interviewees is particular-
ly broad. It goes beyond the companies listed 
in one particular website (as in, for example, 
Iasevoli et al., 2018), which leaves the defi ni-
tion of ‘sharing economy’ to that site, and it 
incorporates people working and volunteer-
ing across a range of sectors, and not only 
in digital media (cf. Cockayne, 2016). Indeed, 
11 of the 34 interviewees were affi  liated with 
non-profi t organizations, such as sharing 
economy lobbying groups, libraries of things, 
co-ops, environmental groups, and food shar-
ing initiatives. 

The interviews themselves were conducted 
conversationally, but nevertheless in a semi-
structured manner, where key questions guided 
the overall fl ow of the conversation. They 
were centred around the story of the inter-
viewee’s company or organization, and inquired 
into the story of its founding, its develop-
ment, and its success (or failure). Interviewees 
were asked to account for the rise of the shar-
ing economy in recent years, and to refl ect on 
the notion of ‘sharing’ in this regard. Inter-
views lasted between 30 to 90 minutes. All 
interviews5 were recorded and subsequently 
transcribed, and the transcriptions were import-
ed into software for qualitative analysis 
(MAXQDA). Informed consent for participat-
ing in the research was obtained. All inter-
viewees were promised confi dentiality; not all 
insisted on it. In the following, however, I do 
not identify interviewees or the organizations 
they represent. 

Findings

‘Sharing’ was without doubt a concept that 

exercised and occupied all the interviewees, 
regardless of where they were located and 
what their relationship to the sharing economy 
was. However, views of sharing and the 
sharing economy varied quite widely among 
them; as James (this, and all other names, 
have been changed), founder of a co-working 
space, put it: ‘under this one big sharing economy 
defi nition there’s a lot of diff erent ways 
people go about it’. In this section I aim to de-
lineate some of the diff erences among the 
interviewees’ understandings of the word ‘shar-
ing’, paying particular att ention to the question 
of the role of money in conceptualizations 
of sharing. While one might expect that rep-
resentatives of for-profi t companies would 
be more accepting of the presence of money 
within interactions defi ned as ‘sharing’ and 
perhaps keener to promote a discourse of 
sharing, I shall show that lobbyists and 
activists from non-profi t organizations were 
sometimes accepting of money playing a role 
in sharing, while some high-tech company 
founders were quite indiff erent as to whether 
their company was seen as engaged with 
sharing.

Before going further, note that in present-
ing the fi ndings I do not refer to the city in 
which the interview was conducted. This is 
because it did not appear to shape the way 
interviewees discussed sharing and the shar-
ing economy beyond providing certain local 
examples. I do indicate whether the inter-
viewee being quoted represented a for-profi t 
or non-profi t organization, as this seems par-
ticularly germane to an understanding of 
‘sharing’.

General Views about Sharing

Unsurprisingly, the interviewees looked on 
sharing positively. Indeed, Sebastian, who 
helps to run a library of things, said: ‘Sharing 
is caring, simple’. Juliett e, a senior executive 
at a ride-sharing company, talked about shar-
ing as good in a general way, mentioning ‘help-
ing each other out’ and ‘the feel-good factor’, 
and described the sharing economy as giving 



16 BUILT  ENVIRONMENT   VOL  46   NO  1

SPACE-SHARING PRACTICES IN THE CITY

people ‘a means to collaborate’. Liam, founder 
of a ride-sharing company, said that, based 
on his travels around the world, ‘people seem 
much happier when they share things’. 

Meanwhile, Nathan, founder of a company 
that provides marketplace services for the 
sharing economy (though not only), talked 
about helping out neighbours and looking 
after people as paradigmatic of sharing. Mat-
thew, who was running an app supporting 
increased neighbourliness, said approvingly 
that sharing was ‘people borrowing an object 
that they don’t have and that they want to 
use once or twice but don’t want to buy’.

Sharing was also seen as central to human 
experience. For example, Liam said that ‘shar-
ing is in our nature’ and that ‘without it, we 
will die’. Natalie, a sharing economy evan-
gelist and activist, spoke enthusiastically 
about how ‘to be human is to share’, and said 
that ‘the most important lesson that we teach 
our children is to share’. These kinds of senti-
ment resonate with popular texts about sharing, 
where sharing is described as innately human 
and desirable (such as Botsman and Rogers, 
2010; de Waal, 2009). 

Sharing and Money?

One of the most revealing parts of the inter-
views dealt with the question of whether shar-
ing is compatible with the exchange of money. 
The answers were sometimes surprising. 
Some interviewees fl atly ruled out any defi ni-
tion of sharing that involved any transfer of 
money; some rejected the presence of money 
if it was the primary motivation; yet others 
saw sharing and paying as entirely compat-
ible and sought the sharing-ness of sharing in 
other aspects of the interaction, while main-
taining that the transfer of money did not 
necessarily contaminate what they saw as the 
sharing aspect of the interaction.

Some of the interviewees thought the word 
was misleading in a way that resonates with 
Belk’s (2010) argument that the presence of 
money is a counterindication for sharing. For 
instance, Trang, founder of an app in the 

tourism sector, said that the term ‘sharing 
economy’ is a ‘misperception’ and ‘misleading’ 
on the grounds that ‘there is a diff erence, 
clearly, when you have money as an under-
lying motive, versus when there’s no money’. 
Sylvie, an executive at a company that enables 
offl  ine get-togethers, similarly distinguished 
between house swapping and hosting guests: 
‘sharing is about sharing’, she said, somewhat 
tautologically, while suggesting that the very 
question was out of place. She continued: 
‘If I have roommates, it’s sharing; if I rent 
a room in my house, is it sharing? No, it’s 
because I need to pay the rent’. In addition, 
she said that including companies like Uber 
within the sharing economy was not only 
misleading (because Uber has nothing to do 
with sharing, according to Sylvie), but also 
bad for the sharing economy by association. 
Nathan also excluded Uber, and Airbnb, 
from any defi nition of sharing: ‘they’re not 
sharing anything’, he said. ‘They’re making 
billions of dollars. These are companies that 
aren’t sharing a thing’. For him, sharing was 
‘altruistic and what’s good for the environ-
ment’. 

Charlott e, who works for a non-profi t organi-
zation within the sharing economy, also 
strongly rejected the use of the word sharing 
for anything involving monetary transactions, 
implying that for her, sharing requires the 
absence of material reward. ‘I don’t think 
there is any defi nition [of sharing] that would 
include money … that’s selling, renting, that’s 
something else’, she said. In a similar vein, 
Leo, founder of a service in the transportation 
sector, off ered Couchsurfi ng as ‘a perfect 
example of what a sharing economy is’. By 
way of illustration, Sebastian told me that on 
his organization’s website there is a category 
titled ‘Sharing and Helping’, stressing the 
non-monetary aspect of sharing. Lucy, an 
organizer of food sharing events, said that the 
events were ‘really sharing’ because ‘it’s not 
about a middle-man acting as a money-maker 
… it’s not sharing with a charge at the end’.

Jay, an author and consultant, also argued 
that the word ‘sharing’ was being abused. He 
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said of certain sharing economy protagonists 
that ‘rather than being truly about sharing, 
they’re co-opting the language, the rhetoric 
of sharing and of community, as a way of 
furthering brand and corporate interests’ in a 
way that was ‘somewhat deceiving’. He pro-
vided the example of a start-up that allowed 
people to make money by collecting packages 
for their neighbours. Similar to treatments 
of this issue in the press (see, for example, 
Singer, 2015), Jay’s concern was not with the 
practice per se, but rather with the abuse of 
the language of neighbourliness and sharing.

Evan, founder of a sharing economy lobby 
group, also felt that the sharing economy was 
a misnomer. However, he also said that he 
was not put off  by the gap between what he 
views as sharing and the practices of certain 
parts of the sharing economy. He accepts that 
‘there’s such a huge contradiction, that it’s 
called sharing economy and then it’s like … 
there’s a huge delta there, between promise 
and reality’, but optimistically said that ‘that’s 
energy that can be harnessed’. 

However, if the interviewees just mention-
ed felt that sharing and money are entirely 
incompatible, not all interviewees felt the same 
way. For instance, Jerome, an interaction 
designer, distinguished between car sharing, 
where the passenger contributes to the cost of 
petrol and rides with someone who is going 
there anyway, and Uber, where the driver is 
professional and would not be driving to the 
passenger’s destination without being paid to 
do so; Sylvie said of the former model that 
‘It’s about sharing the costs of a ride’. Tom, 
founder of a company that helps gig economy 
workers manage their time, made a similar 
distinction. For him, having ‘excess inventory 
that I’m selling off  through an intermed-
iary’ fi ts with the terms ‘sharing economy’, 
while various on-demand services, such as 
Uber, are not, because ‘it’s more of like a lease- 
or a rent-economy’. Jeremy, who founded 
a start-up in the transportation sector, felt 
that what was ‘sharing’ about the sharing 
economy was peer-to-peer transactions, while 
Prisha, who set up a company that enables 

travellers to meet locals when overseas, 
talked about ‘sharing a skill … your time, 
your personality’ and said ‘I don’t think it 
[money] diminishes the value of the experi-
ence’. Another interviewee, Pierre, founder of 
a task-oriented peer-to-peer app, also saw no 
contradiction between payment and sharing, 
though he did say that ‘true sharing’ comes 
when users are both buyers and sellers in the 
marketplace. That is, if the people paying and 
the people being paid are always diff erent, 
then that situation is further from sharing 
than when ‘buying and selling becomes 
something that is more habitual to the same 
types of users’, as he put it. Nor did Liam, 
the founder of a car-sharing company, reject 
the presence of money in sharing practices, 
drawing on the environmentalist injunction 
to reuse. As he put it, ‘buying and selling 
and then reselling and then reusing, that’s 
sharing’. He also told me that as he sees it, 
‘it’s something you’ve got, or an asset you’ve 
got, that you’re sharing with someone. There 
may be a fi nancial return, or there may not’. 

For these interviewees, then, the presence 
of a fi nancial transaction does not rule out the 
possibility that there may be sharing there. 
However, this is mitigated: contributing petrol 
money is not a counterindication of sharing 
because the driver is not profi ting from that, 
nor is the money her motivation for making 
that journey. In other words, the money does 
not detract from the values associated with 
sharing. 

A diff erent case was made by Mike, who 
works for a large company in the accommo-
dation sector. Like the woman John (2016a, 
p. 1) quotes in a vignett e, Mike also seems 
to believe that ‘sharing for money’ is not a 
contradiction in terms. Even if one party is 
paying another for use of (part of) their prop-
erty, it is still the case, according to Mike, 
that by allowing a stranger into your house, 
you are sharing the experience of your life 
with that stranger, regardless of whether or 
not they are paying to stay in your house. In 
fact, he went so far as to suggest that even if 
you are not present in your property while 
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someone else is paying to stay in it, you are 
still sharing a part of yourself. 

A further example of such distinctions 
being drawn between diff erent aspects of a 
service was off ered by Prisha, who said that if 
hosts were only in it for the money, it would 
show because they would have no passion. 
So even though they are being paid to host 
guests, the passion they put into that is not 
something that can be given an economic 
value; it is this, according to Prisha, that 
makes the experience one of sharing.

A similar rhetorical move was made by 
Natalie, the sharing economy lobbyist, when 
talking about whether paying to use a neigh-
bour’s drill fell under the defi nition of shar-
ing. She distinguished the lifecycle of a pro-
duct from the product itself, saying that ‘my 
take on that is what when you are renting 
your drill you are sharing the lifecycle of the 
product’. This is a hugely desirable outcome, 
she argued, because it helps to relieve pres-
sure on the planet’s limited resources. Simi-
larly, Evan, another activist and lobbyist, said, 
‘I think there can be … money can change 
hands to share a resource. If you look at the 
dictionary defi nition of sharing, it doesn’t 
say “only things where there’s no money ex-
changed”. This is not part of it at all’. These 
comments are especially signifi cant because 
of Natalie’s and Evan’s positions within the 
sharing economy. Unlike Mike and Prisha, 
both of whom work in the high-tech sector 
in the US, Natalie and Evan are activists and 
lobbyists. They are not trying to make money 
by (consciously) falsely packaging a service 
or product as sharing, if we adopt the per-
spective of those who say ‘it’s not really 
sharing’; their objective is to reduce inter-
personal alienation and save the planet from 
environmental catastrophe by persuading 
people to share more and buy less. 

Pure, True or Real Sharing

An interesting group of adjectives for ‘shar-
ing’ that was used by almost half of the 
interviewees included the words ‘pure’, ‘real’, 

or ‘true’. The eff ect of this is to say that while 
some practices may be described as sharing, 
other practices are really sharing. It is to ack-
nowledge a shift in the meaning of ‘sharing’, 
while striving to retain a sense of what shar-
ing truly is. For instance, Lucy, an organizer 
of food sharing events, said that the events 
were ‘really sharing’ because ‘it’s not about 
a middle-man acting as a money-maker… 
It’s truly sharing, it’s pure sharing, it’s not 
sharing with a charge at the end’. Somewhat 
similarly, Juliett e, who works for a ride-shar-
ing company, said that people riding together 
are ‘really sharing a trip … and there is a 
relationship of equality because you’re not 
selling a service and so there is also a sense of 
win-win, a solidarity of people helping each 
other out’. For John, who founded a com-
pany for the reuse of baby equipment, ‘true 
sharing’ is where people exchange goods of 
‘equivalent value’. 

For Evan, a ‘real sharing economy’ would 
be comprised of platform co-ops rather than 
venture capital-supported start-ups; in other 
words, the ownership model plays a part in 
his understanding of what constitutes the 
sharing economy. Sebastian also described 
Couchsurfi ng and Wikipedia as representa-
tive of the fi rst wave of ‘the real sharing 
economy’. 

It would seem that, despite growing usage 
of the concept of ‘sharing’, people continue 
to distinguish between giving and selling, 
lending and lett ing, volunteering and paid 
labour. The expansion of ‘sharing’ to include 
the last of these sets of pairs does not entirely 
elide them, rendering giving and selling 
equivalent, for instance. Hence, it is possible 
that talking of true, pure, or real sharing is 
an att empt to retain the distinction between 
these diff erent categories. 

Discussion and Conclusions

As noted by linguist Eve Sweetser, ‘if a word 
once meant A and now means B, we can be 
fairly certain that speakers did not just wake 
up and switch meanings on June 14, 1066. 
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Rather, there was a stage when the word 
meant both A and B’ (Sweetser, 1990, p. 9; 
cited in Larsson, 2013, p. 617). It would 
seem that we are currently at such a stage 
with the word ‘sharing’, and, by implication, 
with the concept of the sharing economy. As 
just noted, it could well be that references to 
‘real’, ‘true’ or ‘pure’ sharing are implicit ack-
nowledgments that the meanings of the word 
are changing; but, of course, there is nothing 
that makes one historically and culturally 
contingent meaning of a word ‘truer’ or ‘purer’ 
than another. 

Previous work has described the evolution 
of the concept of sharing to the point where 
it is identifi ed with caring (John, 2016a). This 
identifi cation of sharing with caring is partly 
to do with the emergence in the previous 
century of the meaning of sharing as a type of 
emotional communication (or communication 
about emotions) through which we forge and 
maintain deep, and especially romantic, ties 
(Carbaugh, 1988). It is also partly to do with 
affi  xing the notion of fairness to sharing, 
rather than the word referring quite neutrally 
to division, which is what sharing meant in 
the seventeenth century: thus, no one argued 
that the word ‘sharecropping’ entailed a mis-
use of ‘sharing’ because farmers were paying 
rent by giving the landlord a share of their 
crops. It is these associations with caring and 
fairness, then, to which people refer, albeit 
implicitly, when complaining about the mis-
use of the word in relation to the sharing 
economy. 

The worry, if I understand it correctly, is that 
allowing the word ‘sharing’ to be used to des-
cribe practices that are not ‘really sharing’ will 
mean that people will think they are ‘really 
sharing’ when in fact they are not. If we think 
it is good to share, and that sharing has posi-
tive consequences, and we think that we are 
sharing when we use Uber, for instance, then 
we are liable to think that by using Uber we 
are doing good, when we are not. Put diff er-
ently, sharing is understood as virtuous, but 
not everything described as sharing, or defi ned 
as part of the sharing economy, is virtuous. 

‘Misuse’ of the word might lead people to 
think they are doing something virtuous when 
in fact they are not. To this I would say that 
there is probably not much to worry about. 
There is no indication that the expanded 
meanings of the word ‘sharing’ that some 
interviewees demonstrate and discuss are 
blurring for them the diff erence between the 
practices that others call ‘true sharing’ and 
newer, app-mediated practices of exchange 
and service provision.

As should be clear by now, the objective 
here is neither to prescribe nor proscribe this 
or that usage of the terms ‘sharing’ or ‘shar-
ing economy’. My concern is not with verbal 
hygiene (Cameron, 1995), but rather with 
drawing out the possible implications of cur-
rent uses of the term ‘sharing economy’. As 
Cameron notes, arguments about language 
use ‘are not between man and nature, they 
are between groups of people with diff ering 
opinions and interests’ (p. 22). Thus, we want 
to know not which is the ‘right’ way to talk 
about the sharing economy, but who talks 
which way and why. 

A notable implication of interviewees’ re-
fl ections on sharing is that it is not only people 
affi  liated with for-profi t institutions who are 
prepared to call interactions that involve the 
transfer of money ‘sharing’. We saw how 
renting out a drill and renting out a property 
were both argued to include an important 
aspect of sharing by an environmentally-
driven sharing economy activist (Natalie) and 
a senior executive at a very large high-tech 
company in the hospitality sector (Mike) re-
spectively. In other words, while it would be 
easy to dismiss Mike’s eff orts to apply ‘shar-
ing’ to his company’s off ering as corporate 
PR talk, when someone from a vastly diff er-
ent political position deploys a very similar 
rhetorical tactic, then it would seem that 
there is more going on than mere sharewash-
ing (Kalamar, 2013). I suggest that what my 
interviewees convey through their under-
standings of ‘sharing’, regardless of whether 
it is for money, is an expansion of the public 
at the expense of the private (see also John, 
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2016a, especially chapter 7); it is this that is 
being termed ‘sharing’. 

It is my hope that the above analysis of 
interviews with people from very diff erent 
positions within the sharing economy (how-
ever defi ned) shows the productiveness of a 
pragmatic approach to the concept of sharing. 
We saw that the word has a positive glow to 
it, and this can certainly make it att ractive as 
a marketing tool, but there is more to it than 
that. ‘Sharing’ is coming to be used in new 
contexts and in new ways that are illustrative 
of cultural and economic changes. Nowhere 
is this clearer than in the notion of the sharing 
city, where we will expect to fi nd a range of 
services and experiences provided by for-
profi t and non-profi t organizations alike, be 
that bike- or car-sharing, public spaces for 
gardening and communal activities, local 
swapping and exchanging initiatives, and 
more. 

To be clear: this is not to forgo critique. 
Exploitative and unfair business arrange-
ments remain exploitative and unfair even if 
they are incorporated within a ‘sharing econ-
omy’ or are part of the ‘sharing city’. It is, 
though, to off er some kind of explanation for 
the recent expansion of the scope of ‘sharing’ 
that goes beyond accusing corporations of 
abusing language. Furthermore, by revealing 
the strategy of conceptually distinguishing 
between fi nancial and non-fi nancial aspects 
of a single transaction, we are able to see how 
some people view sharing as compatible with 
money. Nor is this to forgo all rules for 
language use; it is not my contention that if 
we can call selling ‘sharing’, then we can just 
as well call cats ‘dogs’. However, we should 
acknowledge that language is dynamic, and 
meanings shift over time. This sensitivity 
could help in viewing the potential promise 
and possible pitfalls of the sharing city from 
a novel perspective. 

NOTES

1. This is not to say that similar practices are 
not identifiable in rural areas, it is just that the 

practices encouraged by actors in this space tend 
to be focused on city dwellers.

2. See: https://medium.com/@bchesky/shared-city
-db9746750a3a. 

3. A Google Scholar search for ‘sharing econ-
omy’ offers 26,900 results; a search for ‘collabor-
ative consumption’ produces 8,500 results; ‘gig 
economy’ gives 5,800 results.

4. See, for instance,: https://www.scmp.com/tech/
enterprises/article/2108009/chinas-buzzing-shar
ing-economy-may-not-be-real-money-sure.

5. More accurately, all interviews but one. One 
interviewee requested that I not record the inter-
view. In that case, I took notes during the inter-
view and wrote it up in as much detail as pos-
sible immediately after the interview’s conclu-
sion.
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