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economic principles, they are constructed to promote certain patterns of behavior. Thus,
market outcomes depend not merely on whether participants are convinced that obeying the
‘rules of the game’ is to their advantage (Garcia-Parpet, 2008, p. 46), but also whether doing
so is deemed morally acceptable. For example,MacKenzie and Millo (2003) found that a
market for �nancial instruments, created with appeals to rationality, faced limits as traders
were concerned about being perceived as ‘shit-sellers’.Abola�a (1996) found that a similar
effort succeeded when investment banks created an environment with ‘minimal interdepend-
ence, extraordinary incentives for self-interest and limited constraints on behavior’ (p. 37).

Scholars have also shown how markets are shaped by the everyday morality of their par-
ticipants. In the case of organ transfers, only non-market exchange in the form of a donation
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within the neoliberal paradigm. However, they also see their actions within the sharing
economy as moral projects that can yield non-neoliberal outcomes such as social connection,
autonomy and domestic forms of production.

3. Methods and data

The existing literature on the sharing economy suggests that differences among initiatives
produce different types of economic practices. Among peer sharing platforms,1 typologies
include the for-pro�t platform/non-pro�t divide ( Schor and Fitzmaurice, 2015) and the
monetized v. ‘pure sharing’ distinction (Belk, 2014). Given that different economic practices
rely upon and reinforce different moral judgments and justi�cations, we expect that the
moral logics employed by participants will vary across these different types of sharing
(Fourcade and Healy, 2007). As a result, to explore the role of moral logics in market con-
struction we chose to sample peer-to-peer cases across these typological distinctions. We
interviewed and surveyed 120 active users and providers on �ve platforms, the majority of
whom are located in a Northeastern city in the USA. These disparate research sites allow us
to separate the various moral meanings people make of their sharing economy participation
from the speci�c platform (for-pro�t versus non-pro�t) or service (monetized versus non-
monetized). We ask to what extent, if any, do sharing economy participants invoke a collec-
tive moral imaginary? Despite sampling for variation, the fact that these initiatives all
involved work that either took place in or extended out from the home proved central to
structuring the moral logics of participants. Across our sample, participants drew on frames
from the domestic sphere to justify their participation in the sharing economy, and to distin-
guish their work from other economic arrangements.

We wanted our sample to re�ect the population of sharing economy providers and work-
ers. However, when we began data collection in 2011, there was little detailed information
on the composition of this group. We did know that young adults were the early adopters
and innovators of the sharing economy, as well as its most active participants (Rossa, 2015).
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We �nd that most of our respondents draw on the pervasive framing of the domestic
sphere as one of genuine intimacy and social connection uncontaminated by the market
(Zelizer 2010). They assert that more ‘homey’ relationships are a moral good that lead to
greater social connection. In the following sections, we will also outline the range of mean-
ings that social connections took on in various settings. Providers on TaskRabbit and
Airbnb feel that bringing economic production into the home results in personalized
exchange: that is, social connection results from individual economic activities. Participants

in the Food swap, the makerspace, and some open learners imagine that their exchanges
foster social connection on a community level—they want to labor, learn and create with
likeminded others.

The relationship between the domestic imaginary and agency also varies between the
monetized and the DIY sites. Taskers and Airbnb hosts want to take control of their work
lives. Taskers appreciate that they can turn off the app when they have other priorities, while

Airbnb hosts literally use their homes as sources of income to do things they otherwise
would not be able to. Some of these participants even hope to work less through their
involvement and articulate the moral value of autonomy—freedom—more than just �exibil-
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able to help people’, especially because ‘ninety percent’ of them are female business owners.

‘It’s amazing to have all these, like, strong, amazing people around you. And I love that

aspect of it, and that there’s the connections that I’ve made through it.’ Jacqui has developed

long-term relationships with two clients.

Airbnb: extended interactions and the possibility of lasting connections
Twenty-seven-year-old Peter, white, is a seasoned Airbnb host. He says that social connec-

tions are a big part of the hosting experience. ‘[Y]ou get to meet a lot of really cool people

. . . they’re more open-minded—like, they like to travel, they like to talk, they like social
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Naomi, a white 32-year-old who attended alternative schools in her childhood and is in the
midst of a PhD program, is committed to learning that is decentralized and socially
connected.

[T]here’s really no competition, it’s more, like, this cool sense of community or brotherhood
between, you know, developers and the programmers and the people in startup world that you
don’t really see.

Food swap: yearning for communal food systems
Anne, a 28-year-old white woman working as a freelance writer, �nds a sense of community
in the food swap she co-founded, proudly remarking that she, a self-proclaimed ‘city girl’,
got to ‘know a farmer’: ‘[The food swap] builds community around food . . . urban people
who might otherwise, you know, sort of, not know each other . . . We’re bringing them
together around food.’ The yearning for community is also evident when a platform fails to
deliver it. One food-swapper was disheartened by the fact that our interview with her was
the �rst time she met someone from the swap outside of the monthly gathering.

Makerspace: from do-it-yourself to doing-it-together
People at Makerspace preferred not to work on their projects in the isolation of their apart-
ments, garages or basements, and sought out the presence of other makers, to ‘do-it-together’
(Busch, 2012). Jen, a white woman in her late 20s and an original founder of the makerspace,
described this desire as a fundamental human need:

Interacting and making tangible things actually has social and cognitive impacts on human
beings that are really important. The absence of those from our lives is having [adverse] affects
on our society . . . One part of the human experience is enabling that, whether somebody wants
to interact with it just as a hobby . . . or as their main mode of expression and work. And then
doing it in a collaborative environment.

Jen took this humanizing mission seriously and devoted what seemed to be all of her waking
life to managing the space. For her, community and collaboration were not side bene�ts of
Makerspace, but a de�ning premise of the organization.

4.2 Agency

The sharing economy offers people novel means of exercising control over their labor,
�nances and creativity. Participants denounce jobs that are rote, in�exible and unful�lling.
Even with the weak economic recovery, informants did not speak nostalgically of bureau-
cratic or corporate life, the traditional bases of a stable, middle-class existence. In our con-
versations, they vividly enacted the corporate critique that has saturated pop culture for
decades (Saval, 2014).

4.2.1 Flexibility and control (TaskRabbit, Airbnb, open learning)
Our informants want to avoid employment where supervisors manage their time and the job
consumes most of their day. Taskers wanted �exible work that allowed them to follow their
own priorities. With TaskRabbit, they could set their own hours and generally choose tasks
that interested them. Meanwhile, Airbnb providers appreciated that renting on the platform
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force in contemporary consumption (Allen, 2004; Johnston and Baumann, 2014) and, we

�nd, in the sharing economy.

Airbnb: the ‘real’ as the life of the home
The perceived domesticity of the sharing economy serves as a powerful social imaginary against

the broader economy. Megan offers a withering critique of the contemporary economy.

I think that our politicians and corporations have sold us this bill of goods that if you just buy
more stuff you’ll be happy . . . In fact, it probably makes you less happy. And it wastes resources
and we’re destroying our environment.. . . this whole way of living . . . replaces, I think, the
things that would make people care more about and invest more in the communities they have.

Dissatisfaction with dominant consumer offerings led many of our participants to, quite lit-

erally, take economic exchange into the domestic sphere. Megan describes Airbnb as ‘real’,

providing travelers with unique, personal experiences with ‘way more character’ than a

hotel room. Tourists sometimes venture into the ‘backspaces’ of their destinations in search

of more authentic experiences (MacCannell, 1973), and the search for ‘the real, the genuine’

is sought in many other cultural domains, too (Fine, 2003). Our participants say that the

sharing economy offers authentic exchanges, because the exchange is embedded in people’s

homes and in local communities.

TaskRabbit: linking production and consumption
Orlando sees the sharing economy as a sign of production and consumption coming full circle.

He yearns for a time when economic life was rooted in local relationships of mutual concern.

We used to do everything for ourselves and we were very hospitable towards each other. And
then we started going to corporations. . . and everyone went there. People are going back to help-
ing each other again because it’s easier. . . people are getting used to doing things online. So now
it’s, like, going back to locally, here we are – we don’t need these big companies.

At the core of Orlando’s vision of a moral market order is belief in the power and moral

worth of people doing things for themselves and for each other, without relying on the ‘big

companies’ at the root of the economy’s moral failings. Many of our participants shared this

perspective.

Makerspace: skills for self-sufficiency
Guthrie, a white man in his late 20s with a pastoral sensibility, describes his attraction to the

makerspace as a ‘yearning to make things’. He wants to repair family furniture that was

damaged during a �ood, build a cider press for apples he had gathered, and build furniture

for friends and family:

I have a list of furniture from my girlfriend, but I’m going to exhaust that at some point in the
next couple of years. . . and then it’s just a matter of, like, making stuff and just giving stuff.
That’s what my grandfather used to do.

Ideally, Guthrie would like to make it unnecessary for others to buy furniture on the

market. Rather than taking place in the conventional retail industry, his production would
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Many of our participants �nd fault with the moral order of corporate capitalism or
impersonal consumerism, but they do not see ‘markets’ per se as the cause of these problems.
Instead, their critiques are a mirror image of the common view that the market and the
social operate in separate, hostile spheres (Zelizer, 2010). They don’t view ‘the market’ as
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