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And now everything is supposed to be 
normal again – just like that?! 
Mixed emotions and negotiations of careers and performer 
identities after the pandemic 

Abstract
The global pandemic of Covid-19 has had massive effects on many levels. For many sectors, 
the restrictions are gone but normalcy is not fully restored. The performing arts, for example, 
have been especially vulnerable to sharp restrictions, with audiences staying at home. The aim 
of this article is to explore what it means for freelance musicians in the art/classical music genre 
to re-establish their careers after the pandemic. The empirical data consists of interviews with 
Swedish freelance musicians from 2021 and 2022. The article concludes that the pandemic 
and its aftermath present the freelancers with substantial practical challenges and emotional 
dilemmas. Some of the freelancers have been able to re-establish their careers and performer 
identities, while others are still struggling to get back into the loop. The pandemic has started 
processes of change, which are now negotiated in relation to going back to ‘normal’. 

Keywords: freelance musicians, post-pandemic, mixed emotions, negotiations, careers and per-
former identities

THe gLObAL COvID-19 crisis has had massive effects on many levels such as health 
and finance. The long-term consequences are yet to be grasped, as some sectors, such 
as hotels, restaurants, sports and culture are struggling to fully recover.1 For these 
professions, the restrictions are gone but normalcy is not entirely restored. Howe-
ver, the effects are not only negative, as the pandemic has brought about new habits 
and values such as increased work-life balance (Warran et al. 2022; Daniels et al. 
2022; Vyas 2022). Some of these changes are here to stay, such as office workers 
refusing to return to full-time office work, as they don’t want to get back on the 
hamster wheel (Smite et al 2023). This article examines these potentially construc-
tive changes, negotiated as societies strive to return to normalcy in early 2022.  
The Swedish strategy for dealing with the pandemic, which did not involve a formal 
lockdown, has been widely discussed (Claesson & Hansson 2021). Instead, there was 
an emphasis on personal responsibility with the slogan ‘stay home, stay safe’, although 

1 Restriktionerna är borta – men krisen är inte över (svensktnaringsliv.se), 2023-03-27.

https://doi.org/Xxxxx
https://www.svensktnaringsliv.se/regioner/kronoberg/restriktionerna-ar-borta-men-krisen-ar-inte-over_1181150.html
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recommendations and restrictions were still in place. Some sectors struggled to manage 
severe and changing restrictions due to the peaks and troughs of the virus. For instance, 
the performing arts sector had to cope with various restrictions, including reduced 
audience numbers (5-50), increased distance from the audience and between those 
on stage (2 metres), and vaccination certificates, among others.2 These limitations, 
combined with declining audience figures, led to the cancellation of most cultural 
events between March 2020 and February 2022. Consequently, this has resulted in 
acute financial and social problems in this sector, leaving lingering questions about 
the recovery in 2022-2023 (Kulturanalys 2022a-b, 2023). 

It has long been known that performing artists deal with the great contrast between 
a much loved and fulfilling profession and its harsh conditions (Kingsbury 1988), 
but what is unique with the pandemic crisis is its prolonged and erratic character. In 
addition, while going back to normal in early 2022, professionals are dealing with new 
practical challenges and emotional dilemmas, as the pandemic is still not entirely over, 
especially in vulnerable sectors. There is a growing body of research about how creative 
workers and performing artists, most of whom are freelancers, have been affected by 
the pandemic. Studies point to its negative effects, such as increased social inequality 
and polarization in society at large, but also to the positive effects, such as changed 
values and habits, particularly regarding work-life balance and autonomy (Comunian 
& England 2020; Jungkuntz 2021; Mikelj et al. 2021; Askvik et al. 2021; Warran et 
al. 2022; Daniels et al. 2022; Fiske et al 2022). Some creative workers have been able 
stay active throughout the pandemic, albeit in adapted forms (Fürst 2022; Brzozowska 
& Galuszka 2023). Others, however, have encountered great difficulty in maintaining 
their livelihood and sense of well-being (Pulignano et al. 2021; Brooks & Patel 2022; 
Mangset et al. 2022; Jones 2022). Artists performing live have been especially vul-
nerable, as they depend on physical meetings with a paying audience (Kulturanalys 
2022a-b). This article focuses on freelance musicians in the classical/art music genre, 
who suffer from long-term effects from being cut off from the venues where their 
careers and performer identities are maintained (Nørholm Lundin 2022a-b).

Even when the Swedish authorities declared that restrictions should be reversed in 
February 2022, the situation remained dire for many performing artists (Kulturanalys 
2022a-b, 2023). This article suggests that the pandemic aftermath continues to present 
freelance musicians with substantial practical challenges and emotional dilemmas. 
The pandemic has created a situation akin being cast back in time, requiring them 
to slowly rebuild their careers (Nørholm Lundin 2022b). However, the pandemic has 
also prompted freelancers to reconsider their habits and values, resulting in a greater 
emphasis in achieving better work-life balance and autonomy. Studies examining the 
long-term effects of the pandemic primarily concentrate on embracing changes such 
as hybrid working, yet there is a noticeable absence of research on the more chal-
lenging transitions back to the pre-pandemic norms. As suggested by the title of this 
article, there is a potential difficulty in simply revering to normalcy as if nothing had 

2 Reports and web-sources, see reference list.
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happened. The aim of this article is to explore what it means for freelance musicians 
to re-establish their careers after the pandemic. The research questions are as follows: 
What practical challenges and emotional dilemmas are the freelancers dealing with 
after the pandemic? How are post-pandemic careers and performer identities nego-
tiated, in light of their experiences from the pandemic? The empirical data consist of 
interviews with thirteen professional freelancers in the classical/art music genre, each 
interviewed in both 2021 and 2022.  

This article builds on previous studies concerning the complex conditions of creative 
worker (e.g., Butler & Stoyanova Russel 2018; Alacovska 2018, 2019). Theoretically, 
the article departs from Bourdieu’s theory about social fields and practices (Bourdieu 
1983, 1990, 1995, 1999) and adopts a relational understanding of practical challenges, 
emotional dilemmas, and negotiations of the ‘new normal’. This theoretical approach 
holds that ambiguous conditions and ambivalent emotions are two sides of the same 
coin (Muel-Dreyfus 1985; Hillcoat-Nallétamby & Phillips 2011; Scheer, 2012; Heaney, 
2020) and are at the heart of reproduction and change of social order (Holt 2008). The 
pandemic and its aftermath offer unique possibilities for understanding negotiations 
of field-specific social practices at the intersection of the micro- and macro-crises 
(Flisbäck 2014; Threadgold 2018). As suggested by Swidler’s concept of unsettled 
times, a crisis like the pandemic can lead to more profound changes in beliefs and 
orientations (Swidler, 1986; Quinn et al, 2022). The broader relevance of the article lies 
in understanding the strategies and resources of dedicated professionals who have been 
pushed to their limits. Additionally, it contributes to the problematization of a general 
trend in working life towards flexible employment and ‘flexploitation’ (Morgan et al. 
2013). The case of freelance musicians highlights certain aspects of power, particularly 
in shaping interpretations of the pandemic experience and defining the parameters of 
the ‘new normal’. 

Ambiguous conditions and ambivalent emotions in post-pandemic 
freelance careers
The working conditions of freelancers in the creative fields and performing arts have 
been described as precarious, as they need to carefully balance artistic and economic 
risks (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2010; Lindström 2016; Kleppe 2017; Van Assche & 
Laermans 2022; Fürst 2022). Additionally, they must navigate complex and informal 
employment relationships (Alacovska 2018, 2019; Musgrave 2023), as well as lack of 
stability and control (Lund 2019; Nørholm Lundin 2022a-b).  

These freelancers must utilize extensive emotional labour/management to cope with 
the precarious working conditions (Addison 2017; Butler & Stoyanova Russel 2018). 
As freelancers, they embody the entrepreneurial spirit (self ’s), of always being active 
and in charge of their careers and use of time (Scharff 2016; Warran et al. 2022), thus 
depending on themselves to collect and signal field-specific milestones of reputation 
(Nørholm Lundin 2020; Everts et al. 2022) and maintain their motivational drive/
occupational faith (Lindström 2017; Addison 2017; Butler & Stoyanova Russel 2018; 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304422X22000432#!
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304422X22000432#!
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Alacovska 2019; Banks 2019; Ye 2020). Freelance work entails a high degree of personal 
investment and a complicated version of freedom (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2009). As 
a result, freelancers often appear adept at managing complexity, albeit at the cost of 
self-exploitation, as indicated by their strategies (Butler & Stoyanova Russel 2018). 

Due to the pandemic, the precarious conditions faced by creative workers have been 
exacerbated (Comunian & England 2020; Nørholm Lundin 2022a-b; Warran et al. 
2022). However, the effects of the pandemic vary across different fields; for instance 
artists performing live have encountered greater difficulties, while authors and pop 
or rock musicians have been able to write, record, or stream from home (Fürst 2022; 
Brzozowska & Galuszka 2023). The disparity in employment conditions between 
permanent and freelance employees has widened, affecting freelancers significantly 
(Nørholm Lundin 2022b). Alberti et al (2018) suggest that precarity should be viewed 
as a process of precarization, wherein professionals struggle against a gradual loss of 
control over their careers. This article builds on these perspectives to understand what 
it means to re-establish freelance careers after the extreme events of the pandemic.  

Studies suggest that the pandemic has prompted changes in values, with a wides-
pread and increased tendency to prioritize safety and security in employment terms 
(Warran et al. 2022; Daniels et al. 2022; Hylland 2022). However, responses to the 
pandemic have been varied and complex; for example, freelance musicians have become 
more aware of the risks to their careers but are also daring to take more risks by chal-
lenging strict norms and rules (Nørholm Lundin 2022a-b). The long-term effects of 
the pandemic are yet to be revealed, and this article contributes to the understanding 
of how such changes are negotiated in relation to returning to normalcy. 

Bourdieu’s theory of social fields and social practices 
This article builds on Bourdieu’s theory in order to understand the socially embedded 
or relational dynamic of the freelancers’ practical challenges, emotional dilemmas, 
and negotiations on careers and performer identities after the pandemic. Social fields 
or rooms are inherently relational, wherein the conditions of work and life vary in 
relation to unequal and hierarchical positions within the field (Bourdieu 1983, 1990, 
1995, 1999). These conditions encompass diverse practical and emotional investments 
and tasks required at different positions, each holding varying amounts of resources 
and economic, social and symbolic or performance capitals (Everts et al. 2022; Brzo-
zowska & Galuszka 2023). Studies indicate that social capitals, such as networks and 
connections, alongside symbolic capitals, such as reputation and recognition of skills, 
are particularly significant in non-mainstream professions (Alacovska 2018; Nørholm 
Lundin 2019). 

The relational structure of a social field is reproduced by field-specific social prac-
tices, which regulate everyday activities and significant rituals such as individual 
practice, auditions, rehearsals, and concerts (Bourdieu 1990, 1995, 1999; Nørholm 
Lundin 2020, 2022a). These social practices are guided by the members’ ‘feel’ for the 
game at hand, which comprises mutual beliefs (illusio) and fundamental agreements 



 ANNA NØRHOLM LUNDIN  

197

(doxa). This ‘feel’ enables the members to participate in the game and believe in its 
significance. Threadgold (2018) suggests that this ‘belief ’ should be understood as a 
shared sense of purpose within a field, which becomes one’s own invested purpose. 
This concept is related to the reversed economy of the arts, where specific artistic 
values operate within a symbolic economy whose logic is an inversion of the logic of 
the larger societal economy (Bourdieu 1983, 1988).3 Furthermore, the practical ‘feel’ 
that the members of the field share, is made possible by the members’ embodied social 
history, known as habitus. The habitus shapes what is perceived as necessary and 
achievable within a particular position, for ‘people like us’ (Dumais 2017). The concept 
of cleft habitus is utilized to address potential ‘clashes’ between habitus and field. Social 
mobility or crises can contribute to such clashes, where individuals’ habitus are out 
of alignment with the expectations of the field in which they operate (Muel-Dreyfus 
1985; Flisbäck 2014; Threadgold 2018). 

There is significant potential in exploring emotions through a Bourdieusian lens 
(1983, 1990, 1995, 1999). With his relational approach, the investments and work asso-
ciated with various positions are as much emotional as they are practical. Furthermore, 
embodied or quasi-bodily emotions play a crucial role in understanding individuals’ 
self-regulation in accordance with the rules of the game. Members of a field are socia-
lized into self-regulation in accordance with dominant norms, seemingly of their own 
free will and righteous (symbolic violence) (Nørholm Lundin 2020; Bourdieu 1999). 
Several scholars highlight the relationship between emotions and social structure, 
such as understanding ambivalent emotions as “complex relational experiences within 
a wider web of interdependent social relationships” (Hillcoat Nallétamby & Phillips 
2011, p. 202). This suggests that emotions can be seen as moments within broader 
socio-spatial relationships in social space (Holt 2008). Other researchers have sug-
gested that emotions can be understood as embodied habits, which mediate between 
structure and agency (Scheer, 2012; Heaney, 2020). In this article, Bourdieu’s theory 
is used to comprehend the socially embedded and relational dynamic of the increased 
ambiguous conditions and ambivalent emotions after the pandemic. Additionally, his 
theory serves as a foundation for understanding what is at stake as freelancers negotiate 
their embodied ‘feel’ for the game after the crisis. 

Methods and materials 
This study adopts a Bourdieu-oriented methodological approach, wherein the resear-
cher reconstructs the object of research to understand and explain it (what is at stake) 
(Bourdieu 2004; Bourdieu et al. 1999). At the beginning of the research process, a 
stakeholder organisation for professional musicians was contacted to obtain feedback 
on the project idea and to identify suitable interviewees. The author provided informa-
tion to potential interviewees to ensure the ethical demands of informed consent were 

3 If the logic in the artistic field is that it is more important to be able to express oneself artistically 
than to earn a lot of money, then the logic in society at large is the opposite.
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carefully met (Coe et al. 2017).4 Thirteen freelance musicians in the classical/art music 
genre with different instruments, ages, working years, and professional orientations 
(institutions/free cultural sector, combinations with other jobs/studies), participated 
in the study. The majority of the interviewees were women (11 out of 13), which may 
have influenced the results. However, the dataset is too small to be able to generalize 
in relation to gender, which was not the purpose of the study. For confidentiality 
reasons, the interviewees were given fictitious names, their instruments were presented 
in groups, and their ages were approximated (see Table 1). 

Two semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with each interviewee: 
the first during the pandemic (January-March, 2021) and the second immediately after 
the lifting of restrictions (March-April, 2022). This article primarily focuses on the 
second round of interviews, although insights from the initial interviews are utilized 
to better comprehend the post-pandemic experiences. The first round of interviews 
explored the interviewees’ career and life histories, backgrounds, entry into the profes-
sion, professional trajectories, experiences and strategies during the pandemic, and 
future plans. The second round of interviews aimed to follow up on developments since 
the first interview, with questions concerning the state of the freelancers’ careers and 
musician identities, their experiences, strategies, and plans, as well as their views on 
the short- and long-term effects/changes on the sector. All interviews were conducted 
via Zoom, transcribed, and analysed thematically (Coe et al. 2017). The analysis was 
developed through an iterative process, oscillating between the empirical data and 
theory. Throughout the coding and thematic analysis process, expressions of post-
pandemic practical challenges and emotional dilemmas were identified and connected 
to considerations of what has been lost and gained concerning pre-pandemic careers 
and future aspirations. The analysis was theoretically guided by perspectives on the 
relational character of emotions and conditions. 

In Table 1, the interviewees are presented along with various background variab-
les, pre-pandemic career orientations, and the current state of their careers. These 
interviewees represent common variations in freelance careers in art music, including 
those working in ‘institutions’ such as symphony orchestras, opera choirs, and large 
ensembles, as well as those working in the ‘free cultural sector’, such as private theatres, 
officially funded projects, churches, and small ensembles. The context of the article 
is the aftermath of the pandemic in early 2022.5 During the pandemic, performing 
artists were able to apply for official crisis funds, which were considered beneficial 
but insufficient. By the beginning of 2022, only a small proportion of cultural events 
were re-established. 

4 The study does not disclose sensitive personal data. All data are handled in compliance with 
the requirements for safe storage (GDPR) and research ethics guidelines provided by the Swedish 
Council of Research and the Swedish Board of Ethical Review. 
5 See web-resources and reports, list of references. 
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Table 1: Interviewees’ background variables, pre-pandemic career orientations, and the current 
state of their careers. 

Name 
(gender)

Instru-
ment-group

Age Working 
years 

Pre-pandemic career 
orientations

Post-pandemic state of 
careers (+/-)

Björn (M) Strings 45+ 20–25 Freelancer, free cultural 
sector

+ Re-establishing projects 
and collaborations
(Group 1: more fortunate) 

Camilla 
(F)

Wind 50+ 20–25 Freelancer, institutions +/- Re-establishing gigs, a 
bit slow
(Group 1: more fortunate)

Malin (F) Wind 35+ 5–10 Freelancer, institu-
tions + teaching the 
instrument

- Few gigs
(Group 2: less fortunate)

Hanna (F) Wind 40+ 15–20 Freelancer, institutions 
+ other job

+ Long-term contract and 
other job
(Group 1: more fortunate)

Isa (F) Wind 30+ 5–10 Freelancer, free cultural 
sector + studies

- Few gigs and studies/
other job
(Group 2: less fortunate)

Agnes (F) Wind 40+ 15–20 Freelancer, free cultural 
sector + other job

- Few gigs and other 
job, re-orientation music 
career
(Group 2: less fortunate)

Felicia (F) Strings 30+ 5–10 Freelancer, institutions + Long-term contract
(Group 1: more fortunate)

Ulrik (M) Wind 45+ 20–25 Freelancer, institutions +/- Re-establishing gigs, 
but slow
(Group 2: less fortunate)

Sara (F) Strings 30+ 5–10 Freelancer + permanent 
position, institutions

+ Permanent contract and 
other gigs
(Group 1: more fortunate)

Fredrika 
(F) 

Singing 40+ 10–15 Freelancer, free cultural 
sector  

+ Re-establishing own 
ensembles and broad 
collaborations
(Group 1: more fortunate)

Dora (F) Strings 55+ 30–35 Freelancer, institutions +/- Gigs, but a bit slow
(Group 2: less fortunate)

Louise (F) Singing 35+ 10–15 Freelancer, institutions + Long-term contract, but 
temporary
(Group 1: more fortunate)

Maja (F) Strings 40+ 5–10 Freelancer, institutions -Few gigs, re-orientation 
music career
(Group 2: less fortunate)
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Results and analysis
This article argues that, for freelancers in the art music genre, the pandemic persists in 
both tangible and intangible ways, as they grapple with significant practical challenges 
and emotional dilemmas in its aftermath. This chapter explores the mixed emotions 
of freelancers, their negotiations regarding careers and performer identities, and the 
increased ambiguity of their conditions.  

Dealing with mixed emotions after the pandemic
This section explores the mixed emotions experienced of freelancers, including feelings 
of dealing with risk and relief, fatigue and doubt, as well as the demands or expecta-
tions of returning to business as usual. 

Dealing with risk and relief
The freelancers can be divided into two groups, with some more fortunate than others 
in their ability to maintain and rebuild their careers during and after the pandemic. 
They express a wide range of emotions regarding the possibility of resuming work 
again in early 2022. The more fortunate freelancers (Group 1: Sara, Hanna, Louise, 
Felicia, Camilla, Björn, Fredrika) express strong and ambivalent emotions of relief and 
risk that they are grappling with. Singer Fredrika expresses her joy at being able to 
perform again: “It was so much fun, everyone in the group had so much energy because 
many hadn’t had a job for very long, and then everyone was so grateful for being able 
to work, it was like this sparkle”. The energy and sparkle that Fredrika describes can 
be understood as aspects of an embodied sense of calling, which is socialized into 
musicians (Nørholm Lundin, 2020). However, this sparkle has a potential downside, 
as it is related to an increased sense of risk as well not being able to take careers and 
performer identities for granted.

Some of the freelancers ponder whether work has become even more important 
due to not being able to take their careers for granted during and after the pandemic: 
“And then one can ask oneself, would I have felt like that, without the pandemic?” 
(Ulrik). However, the freelancers are also ambivalent about working again, for various 
reasons. The highs and lows of being able to work are somehow heightened, along with 
an increased sense of strain and risk: 

It felt very nice and fun to receive applauses. But still, it feels harder to work now, 
kind of like mentally hard. One doesn’t really have the routines, and then there 
is all concern about the spread of the virus which lingers in the mind, like some 
kind of latent uncertainty. (Ulrik)

Other risks that are mentioned include a general sense that “the mat has been pulled 
from under one’s feet and can be pulled away again” (Louise). The temporal nature of 
freelance careers appears to have intensified as a result of the pandemic, accompanied 
by tougher competition, declining audience figures, reduced political and public sup-
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port, and financial losses. For Felicia, her mixed emotions regarding temporal contracts 
also contribute to a sense of being ‘split’ in time and place, as she feels simultaneously 
grateful for the current contract and anxious about future ones:  

Yes, it was incredibly nice – a relief! Really! And somehow this feeling that this 
was actually what one wanted to do, because somehow, when you are on your own 
and kind of not knowing why you keep going. It is very nice at the same time as 
I also [am worried], about the autumn, because it feels like it [the post-pandemic 
situation] hasn’t really stabilized yet for the freelancers, so I am still very worried 
about what it will look like. It feels somehow like one is leaving music college 
again and trying to get a foothold and start that process all over again. (Felicia) 

The increased sense of risk in the pandemic’s aftermath contributes to mixed emotions. 
The desire for careers in music to succeed, even more than before the pandemic, may 
be a response to this. Apart from holding on to this ambition, another strategy is about 
creating some distance by ‘claiming’ autonomy. For instance, Louise is grappling with 
mixed emotions concerning consecutive one-year contracts at an opera choir, which do 
not provide the same rights and benefits as the permanent contracts. These emotions 
have become more pronounced in light of the pandemic, stemming from feelings of 
isolation and heightened competition. Louise appears to attempt to distance herself 
from this situation by embracing a broader performer identity and involving herself in 
other projects and activities on the side: “This is not all that defines me, my life will 
not end if I can’t do this”. 

Dealing with fatigue and doubt
The less fortunate freelancers (Group 2: Maja, Malin, Isa, Dora, Ulrik, Agnes) have 
encountered greater difficulties in maintaining and rebuilding their careers during and 
after the pandemic. While the more fortunate freelancers experience mixed emotions 
of risk and relief, the less fortunate freelancers rather experience increased emotions 
of fatigue and doubt. They have doubts about how to find how to find the resources 
to restart their careers and what goals to pursue. Some freelancers feel compelled to 
invest significant time and energy into restarting their careers, despite having limited 
resources, after being highly flexible throughout the pandemic: 

I’m mentally tired somehow, which I have been thinking about lately, if this has 
to do with the pandemic. That one should come up with 2,000 different strategies 
all the time, like ‘Oh! Now he got sick, but then we will have to call her, and that 
concert will happen, and then it will not happen, and now there was an extra’. All 
of that, maybe one is a bit tired after being so super-flexible all the time. (Maja) 

There are several references to how freelancers have been “ripping their insides out 
to make things happen” (Sara). The disruptive nature of the pandemic waves and 
fluctuating restrictions became increasingly draining for the freelancers. For Malin, 
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the lockdown in late 2021 to early 2022 had a particularly negative impact for the rest 
of 2022: “There was no way I could recover from that”. It was a major setback, both 
practically and emotionally: “That one! That was the worst” (Malin). In addition to 
the fatigue and sense of being fed up that the freelancers express, there is a sense of 
increased doubt about what to aim for: 

I am no longer sure it will get better. Maybe it’s better to not be a permanent 
employee. I don’t know. Well, there are a lot of nights and weekends there as 
well, and that’s where there are jobs right now, in X symphony orchestra, and 
that would mean a lot of commuting. Also, it seemed that even those who were 
fully booked during the pandemic, who had a lot to do, who were still active, 
with a buzz, that it was them who were somehow most tired and most tempted 
to change careers completely, because they realised that it’s not worth it. (Malin) 

The less fortunate freelancers express doubt about how to find the resources to rein-
vest in their careers. Additionally, there is a sense of frustration with what feels like 
impossible conditions: “I don’t know how anyone can expect [the freelancers] to do 
more” (Sara). This fatigue and doubt can complicate the process of restarting careers 
but has also initiated processes of change. As indicated in the title of this article, the 
expectations placed on the freelancers to move on as if nothing had happened – to be 
always ready for calls and gigs – feel absurd after being so exposed and left to fend for 
oneself during the pandemic: 

No one was making any plans for the spring, so it became this vacuum. But then, 
all of a sudden, was everything gone now? It should be like normal, that was the 
next thing, the next adjustment. Then one should be prepared somehow […] and 
then one just says ‘pop!’ and then everything is gone, kind of. Now everything is 
as usual. Well, but it isn’t, no. (Dora) 

Going back to ‘business as usual’?
As Dora and others have pointed out, the demands placed on them to suddenly return 
to normalcy feel absurd: “Then one just says ‘pop!’ and then everything is gone, kind 
of. Now everything is as usual. Well, but it isn’t, no” (Dora). This feeling of absurdity 
is compounded by the length of time it takes for the sector to resume productions 
and the changed perspectives, as freelancers feel somewhat burnt out from being left 
to fend for themselves. Additionally, the freelancers express that there is an increased 
gap in how the pandemic was experienced by freelancers and permanent employees, 
respectively – a disparity in perceived realities. From a Bourdieusian perspective (1995, 
1999), this can be understood as part of the widening distance between positions in 
the field of art music. For Maja, returning to gigs is complicated and frustrating, as the 
permanent employees appear to wield power over interpretations of what the pandemic 
was like. This can be seen as a reinforcement of the prevailing norms, that freelancers 
are expected to be flexible, easy to work with, and socially subordinate:
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One notices that people working at an institution thought it was so ‘hard’ during 
the pandemic. They had nothing to do, and one notices that they don’t get it, I 
mean… okay, you were bored but you had a full salary, but they just don’t get it 
[laughs] – that argh! ‘Oh, it was so boring and hard’ (Maja). 

After the upheaval of the pandemic, some of the expectations on freelancers to always 
be ready for calls and gigs are being negotiated. As pointed out above, one aspect of this 
is the expectation on freelancers to return to normalcy, as if nothing had happened. 
Another aspect relates to negotiations about what was discovered during the pandemic 
and what is possible to maintain in its aftermath. This applies to both groups of more 
or less fortunate freelancers, as the pandemic has profoundly changed them in terms 
of values and habits: 

I don’t feel completely positive about things going back to how they used to be. 
That wasn’t entirely healthy, but finding a balance where other things are as 
important, so that what I like the most is going to work out well, is my goal. I felt 
like I owned my time during these years, because there was nothing else. I think 
I experienced, for the first time, how hard it can be to be a freelancer and not own 
one’s own time, so it was actually kind of nice. Now I don’t own it [my time] in 
the same way; now I have to answer when someone is calling. Maybe something 
else was planned, but one just [accepts it]. (Björn). 

Hence, discovering something else during the pandemic makes it more complicated to 
return to ‘business as usual’. However, the processes of reflection and changed habits 
that started during the pandemic may also contribute to increased autonomy. For 
example, Maja reflects on how the pandemic has changed her because she had time to 
reflect: “I have had time to reflect and know what it can feel like, so that when I am 
jumping on the hamster wheel again, then I feel this is not what I want”. At the same 
time, this causes some confusion and stress as the rules of the game – to always be ready 
for calls and gigs – are being challenged: “My problem is that I don’t want anything 
anymore [laughs]. I am saying no to things for the first time in my life” says Maja. As 
expressed by Maja, challenging the embodied rules causes her mixed emotions of con-
fusion, joy, and relief.  Several freelancers have been forming new strategies during and 
after the pandemic, which has helped them focus on their own goals and to distance 
themselves from the external criteria of success: “to play the instrument the way that 
I do, because nobody else plays it like that, and to try to do that well” explains Maja, 
and “to protect this [focus on own goals, self-esteem] from what people are going to 
think and what places one gets to work at” adds Isa. The pandemic has affected the 
freelancers in fundamental ways, both good and bad.
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Negotiating post-pandemic careers and performer identities
The pandemic and its aftermath have led to increased practical challenges and emo-
tional dilemmas, as presented in the previous sections. The long-term effects of the 
pandemic are also evident in negotiations of who qualifies as a real musician in terms 
of quantity and quality of their performances and gigs. This negotiation is related to 
how careers in art music are built, where it is important to stay visible and in touch with 
networks to be considered for gigs (Alacovska, 2018, 2019). In the reversed economy 
of art music (Bourdieu 1983, 1988), the definition of who is a real or professional 
musician becomes blurred and complex. The definition is, at least in part, formal, as 
it requires a certain career path with music college as a prerequisite (Nørholm Lundin 
2020). However, it is also informal, based on who is able to work with sufficient 
quantity and quality. In comparison with other professions, the definition of who is a 
professional is not determined solely by full-time employment or a permanent position. 

All of the freelancers have strong credentials, such as music college and success in 
securing prestigious contracts or the like. However, it is striking to observe how quickly 
careers in music can fluctuate, for better or worse, based on audition outcomes and 
the like (Nørholm Lundin 2022a-b). Who is perceived as a genuine musician in the 
aftermath of the pandemic appears to be a sensitive issue, impacting not only careers 
but also performer identities. Freelancers carefully consider the composition of their 
gigs, particularly in relation to other bread-and-butter jobs or careers. This is crucial, 
not least to preserve one’s reputation, as there is a looming risk of being labelled as 
“someone who has quit” (Hanna) or as someone who is simply “not good enough” 
(Malin).  

As pointed out above, the extent to which the freelancers have been able to maintain 
and re-establish their careers and performer identities post-pandemic varies conside-
rably. Obtaining a long-term contract “acts as a stamp of approval” (Felicia), not only 
in relation to the external criteria of who is bookable, but also to the freelancer’s own 
internal criteria of being on the right path. However, not getting such a contract leads 
to doubts about professional goals. Some of the less fortunate freelancers feel that the 
pandemic has reshaped the landscape, resulting in ‘other’ people suddenly are getting 
the gigs. They believe it is challenging to influence this in their favor and that the 
process of gig allocation is even a mystery, which is related to the informal and complex 
employment structures (see Alacovska 2018).

During the pandemic, some freelancers began to question their performer identities: 
“am I a singer if I don’t sing?” asks Louise, while Hanna adds “am I still a musician if 
I don’t play as much, or not as well?”. In the pandemic’s aftermath, some freelancers 
are talking about how to restore their musician identity. For some, this simply involves 
getting used to working again. Others, like Malin, are still struggling and reflecting on 
the quantity and quality of their gigs and performances. Malin even talks about gigs 
as directly linked to identity, depending on the quantity and quality of gigs:
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Now I feel it is unclear if I am still am a musician or a teacher. I have a few small 
gigs, but I haven’t got any bookings at an institution; this is kind of all I have in 
front of me. I have this musical in the summer where I can regain my identity, 
and this solo thing I did, which was really an ‘identity-amplifier’ too, so this is 
kind of okay. (Malin) 

The negotiations about who is a professional are at the heart of reproduction in the 
field of art music (Bourdieu 1995, 1999). The freelancers embody a ‘feel’ for the 
game, which is self-regulating and revolves around embodied standards of what a ‘real’ 
musician is, based on the quantity and quality of gigs. As exemplified by Malin in the 
quote above, the gig at the musical serves to restore her identity. The musical holds the 
status of a simpler but acceptable gig, while the solo, although less paid, serves as an 
“identity-amplifier” (Malin). How a career progresses can either positively or negatively 
reinforce the performer identity. For example, Felicia’s long-term contract, which she 
obtained after the pandemic, enables her to at least partially restore her performer 
identity. However, as the contract is temporary, she seems to be also distancing herself 
from the external criteria of success to maintain her motivational drive. This can be 
understood as a way of negotiating performer identities due to an increased sense of 
risk in the pandemic’s aftermath:

Yes, I would have wanted a permanent position – kind of. Now that I have this 
contract, I should feel that now I am kind of a musician for real. It’s also about 
the pandemic somehow, because I haven’t worked, so it’s like ‘what is a musician?’ 
and ‘am I a musician?’, when I’m not working. It really feels like the identity is 
more related to work than my person and personality somehow, which is a bit odd 
because that is not how I think objectively about musicians, which is more about 
musicians as people who create music and it doesn’t matter if one is a professional 
then. But, purely emotionally, I connect it rather strongly to whether one has a 
position, kind of, if one puts it sharply. (Felicia) 

There are several expressions in the interviews about distancing oneself from the exter-
nal criteria of success as a strategy to navigate through the pandemic and its aftermath, 
which contributes to increased autonomy. The freelancers’ embodied ‘feel’ for the game 
of art music contributes to their self-regulation and, therefore, to the reproduction of 
social structure (Bourdieu 1990, 1999). However, these social practices are also under 
negotiation due to the extreme events of the pandemic (Flisbäck 2014; Threadgold 
2018). For example, some taboos related to to combining freelancing with other jobs 
have been challenged due to the “increased respect for anyone who is just trying to 
survive” (Camilla). Also, openly defining as a performer, regardless of one’s career tra-
jectory, seems to be a way to reclaim “power over definitions” (Fredrika). Additionally, 
some of the freelancers have lost faith in traditional career paths, such as working at 
the prestigious institutions (Nørholm Lundin 2022b). On the contrary, flexible career 
paths, working in the free cultural sector, and perhaps combining freelancing with 
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other jobs, have gained increased legitimacy. Therefore, the pandemic has turned 
things at least partially upside down. 

Ambiguous conditions after the pandemic
The mixed emotions and negotiations of careers and performer identities presented in 
the previous sections can, at least in part, be explained by the extreme events of the 
pandemic, during which gigs and performances were cancelled or severely limited for 
an extended period. Additionally, they can also be explained by how the freelancers’ 
embodied ‘feel’ for the game is challenged due to the pandemic. The following sections 
will explore the increased practical challenges, particularly in terms of control over 
investments in time and other resources. 

As mentioned above, the freelancers can be divided into two groups, which vary in 
terms of the ability to either sustain their careers throughout the pandemic or re-esta-
blish them afterwards. Some of the more fortunate freelancers6 have secured contracts 
or other collaborations that endured throughout the pandemic, ensuring uninterrupted 
career progress. Others have managed to restart their careers post-pandemic with 
long-term contracts or other ongoing collaborations. As a group, they are significantly 
ahead in terms of controlling of investments in time and other resources. Among the 
less fortunate group of freelancers7, some have been facing situations with very few 
bookings, outdated networks and spots on substitute lists. Others are struggling with a 
general slowness of post-pandemic careers, which is a source of concern.8 Being without 
gigs creates a catch-22 situation where it’s challenging to secure new bookings because 
“there are no natural social venues, outside of the gigs” (Camilla). As a group, the less 
fortunate freelancers are way behind the others in terms of restarting their careers 
post-pandemic. The analysis indicates that the disparity in conditions has widened 
between the more and less fortunate freelancers (Bourdieu 1995; Alberti et al. 2018). 
Access to resources such as long-term contracts or active networks of collaborators acts 
in a self-reinforcing or self-sorting way, either positively or negatively. The following 
sections will explore practical challenges in relation to managing investments in time 
and other resources, such as networks and reputation.  

Way ahead or way behind – managing time as a resource
As mentioned above, the more fortunate freelancers have been able to work more or 
less uninterrupted during the pandemic, positioning them way ahead in terms of fully 
recovering after the pandemic. However, freelancers who have been less fortunate 
during and after the pandemic are only just beginning to restart their careers in early 
2022. All of the freelancers emphasize the importance of time as a resource and in-

6 Group 1: Sara, Hanna, Louise, Felicia, Camilla, Björn, Fredrika. 
7 Group 2: Maja, Malin, Isa, Dora, Ulrik and Agnes.
8 Agnes chose to reorient her career before the pandemic and now has an ordinary job and will 
try and build some smaller music projects, but hasn’t really started yet. 
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vestment that is crucial to control. Freelancer Fredrika, for example, expressed sadness 
at seeing “what has been built over a long time, shredded into pieces”. Additionally, 
the pandemic has evoked a sense of being “cast back in time and place, to be back at 
music college, when careers were being built” (Felicia). 

The more fortunate freelancers have managed to navigate the pandemic or rel-
aunch their careers thanks to personal savings and crisis funds, extensive networks of 
collaborators, and successful auditions. Meanwhile, the less fortunate freelancers are 
struggling to find enough time to reinvest, hindered by family responsibilities, financial 
constraint, and other factors. Maja explains the requirements she faces in establishing 
herself at the institutions in terms of time and harsh conditions: “It will take at least 
one ‘dog year’ where you have to say yes to these Kamikaze-gigs; that’s how you get a 
higher ranking [on substitute-lists]. One has to do a lot of impossible gigs [with poor 
conditions] and then you are kind of in and get on the list”. For freelancers looking to 
restart their careers beyond their time in music college or after graduation, the process 
appears to be more complicated. Unlike those who are newly graduated musicians, 
who can rely on assistance from teachers or extensive networks of fellow graduates, 
these individuals face additional challenges. Freelance careers, which require constant 
maintenance, have been significantly impacted by the prolonged and unpredictable 
nature of the pandemic. This has led to processes of precarization, characterized by 
heightened risks and demands (see Alberti et al., 2018).”

Either one is in or one is out – managing networks and reputation as resources
It is crucial for freelancers to have access to the social venues where careers can be 
maintained. Maja explains that the severity of this situation: “Either one is in, or one 
is out, and then one is really out”. For the more fortunate freelancers (group 1), the 
social and symbolic capital that comes with maintaining or re-establishing their careers 
acts in a positive self-reinforcing way. They have benefited from long-term contracts 
at institutions or active involvement in ensembles and projects within the free cultural 
sector. Sara holds a unique position, having secured an attractive part-time permanent 
position in a symphony orchestra, which she combines with gigs at other prestigious 
orchestras. Her successful career and permanent contract have opened up many do-
ors for her. Louise and Camilla hold semi-permanent positions, which are privileged 
but ambiguous as they cannot be taken for granted. With long careers behind them, 
Louise, Camilla, and Hanna possess symbolic and social capital that opens up doors 
to gigs. Felicia’s capitals are somewhat less extensive as she is at an earlier stage of her 
career. During the pandemic, she invested in her individual practice to improve her 
skills. Additionally, she has succeeded at auditions, enabling her to establish herself 
and strengthen her symbolic and social capitals: “It acts as a stamp of approval” Felicia 
explains.  

However, for the less fortunate freelancers (group 2), the inability to work for an 
extended period has made it more challenging to re-establish themselves. They have 
not been able to maintain or fully re-establish their careers, contributing to negative 
self-reinforcing or self-sorting processes. Their post-pandemic careers are either expe-
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rienced as highly problematic, with few bookings and outdated networks or spots on 
substitute lists, or as progressing too slowly, with shrinking opportunities. They are 
attempting to re-establish themselves but have doubts about their goals. The analysis 
suggests that the vulnerability of group 2, in particular, is associated with the duration 
of their careers. However, the temporary nature of freelance careers also implies that 
luck plays a significant role. 

In addition, the pandemic seems to have led to negotiations about which types of 
reputation and networks to invest in. Some freelancers are oriented towards traditional 
institutions9, relying on being contacted for gigs or auditions. However, this approach has 
proven to entail increased risks, as it puts all one’s eggs in one basket. On the other hand, 
other freelancers are more oriented towards careers in the free cultural sector, enabling 
them to stay at least partially active and in charge of small-scale projects and groups of 
collaborators during the pandemic. These freelancers have been fortunate enough to 
maintain or re-establish their careers in somewhat different ways compared to the tra-
ditionally oriented freelancers. For example, freelancer Fredrika has managed to sustain 
her career through her own small-scale projects and ensembles, stating “We are already 
adapted to small-scale settings”. Björn has experienced hardships due to cancelled gigs, 
but has utilized the pandemic limbo to plan, prepare, and restart broad collaborations 
after the pandemic. The analysis suggests that the pandemic has initiated a process of 
change regarding which types of careers are considered prestigious and sustainable. 

Conclusions and discussion 
Media, official reports, and previous studies point to long-term effects of the Covid-19 
pandemic on working life, such as changed attitudes in relation to work and life 
(Warran et al. 2022; Daniels et al. 2022). The increased diversity in working con-
ditions has both practical and emotional dimensions (Comunian & England 2020; 
Nørholm Lundin 2022a-b). From a Bourdieusian perspective, these dimensions can 
be understood as two sides of the game, and its reproduction and change (Bourdieu, 
1995, 1999; Hillcoat-Nallétamby & Phillips 2011). The pandemic can be understood 
as unsettled times, where new negotiations and changes can occur at the intersection 
of the micro and macro levels of the crisis (Swidler 1986; Quinn et al. 2022; Flisbäck 
2014; Threadgold 2018). 

Previous studies indicate that the pandemic has initiated processes of change. Howe-
ver, what does the return to normal mean after the pandemic? The research questions 
of this study focus on the practical challenges and emotional dilemmas that freelance 
musicians experience post-pandemic, as well as their negotiations of post-pandemic 
careers and performer identities. The study’s results and analysis revolve around how 
freelancers manage and negotiate their experiences of what has been lost and gained 
due to the pandemic. The freelancers’ experiences from the pandemic, which include 
increased vulnerability but also the adoption of new values and habits in terms of work-

9 See Table 1
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life balance, are leading to more in-depth negotiations of the post-pandemic ‘rules of 
the game’, such as the expectation for freelancers to be always ready for gigs and calls. 

The analysis shows that the mixed emotions expressed by the freelancers are not 
entirely new, but they have been amplified by the pandemic and the fact that the mat 
has been pulled from under one’s feet and can be pulled away again. The freelancers 
can be divided into two groups, which have been more or less fortunate in being able 
to maintain and rebuild their careers and performer identities. Even the more fortunate 
freelancers are expressing increased tension between emotions of relief and risk, in 
relation to being able to work. The less fortunate freelancers rather express an increase 
in fatigue and doubts, in relation to finding the resources to rebuild their careers. 
The demands on the freelancers, to just go back to business as usual, is perceived as 
somewhat absurd, as an aspect of unrighteous subordination. 

The study concludes that these mixed emotions can be understood as sources of 
either reproduction or change, as participation in the game requires some obedience 
under its rules – to be smooth and flexible, ready for gigs. These conclusions contri-
bute to problematizing idealized flexible work, which tends to lead to flexploitation 
(Morgan et al. 2013). Additionally, this study exemplifies a process of precarization 
(Alberti et al. 2018), where increased fatigue and doubt complicate the rebuilding of 
post-pandemic careers. On the more positive side, the study indicates that the pan-
demic has initiated processes of change and increased autonomy, by creating distance 
and challenging strict norms.

In regards to the freelancers’ negotiations of post-pandemic careers and performer 
identities, these revolve around external and internal criteria of success, and who can 
be considered a real musician. The saying ‘one is never better than one’s last gig’ seems 
very true for the freelancers, as the quantity and quality of their gigs are carefully 
considered. Needless to say, the pandemic has challenged the freelancers’ embodied 
‘feel’ for the game, which revolves around constant activity and progress. However, 
even though this challenge has been amplified by the pandemic, there is an opposite 
tendency to step outside of external criteria of success, to be a musician – as one who 
expresses oneself through music – regardless. 

It is argued that the mixed emotions and ongoing negotiations of careers and perfor-
mer identities are related to the extreme events of the pandemic, where individuals were 
unable to perform for an extended period or to a very limited extent. Additionally, the 
ambivalent emotions and negotiations are exacerbated by the ambiguous conditions. 
These practical challenges involve maintaining reputation and networks outside of 
gigs, leading to a catch-22 situation – where one is either in or out, and when one is 
out, one is truly out.  

The study contributes to previous research on the increased diversity and inequality 
in working life, focusing on disparities between freelancers and permanent employees, 
as well as among freelancers themselves. The pandemic underscores the importance 
of controlling investments in time and other resources. Time losses, including what 
has been built and the time needed for rebuilding it, have resulted in some freelancers 
being significantly ahead while others lag behind. Maintaining one’s reputation and 
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networks is crucial for securing gigs, which is hindered if one is out of the loop. This 
study concludes that the temporary nature of freelance careers explains why some 
freelancers have been less fortunate than others, rather than solely attributing this 
difference to disparities in their pre-pandemic situations.  

In addition, the study presents new insights into post-pandemic transitions, which 
are negotiated in relation to the freelancers’ embodied sense of the ‘rules of the game’ 
– what it means to be a true musician. The pandemic has brought about increased 
strain for some, yet it has also opened a window for increased autonomy and sustaina-
bility, provided freelancers are able to maintain some of these gains as they return to 
normalcy. The empirical data document a unique period, spanning from the midst of 
the pandemic and just after. While the analysis can highlight certain trends, the aim is 
not to generalize for all freelancers. Furthermore, the empirical data are limited, with 
a majority consisting of women. Future studies would benefit from gathering a larger 
empirical sample, which would shed light on potential gender differences. 

In summary, the study emphasizes the complex and evolving nature of freelancers’ 
experiences and negotiations in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, highlighting 
both challenges and opportunities for career adaptation and sustainability. The im-
plications of the study suggest the need for concerted efforts across multiple fronts 
to address the challenges and make the most of the opportunities presented by the 
evolving landscape of freelance work in the post-pandemic era. 
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