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Abstract 

Precarious employment is an important consequence of structural changes in labour markets. 

Precarity has had profound effects on young workers in particular, often disrupting the process of 

けeﾏeヴgiﾐg adulthoodげ. This paper looks at precarious employment in the creative sectors, specifically 

among jazz musicians. It explores their experiences of, and attitudes towards, precarity. It shows 

how participants sought to manage and sometimes embrace precarity as part of the life course, but 

also argues that this managed embrace was dependent on factors such as family background. 
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Introduction 

Young workers attract particular interest in studies of labour markets and employment. They are 

ofteﾐ Ioﾐsideヴed to He t┞piIal laHouヴ ﾏaヴket けoutsideヴsげ, suffeヴiﾐg dispヴopoヴtioﾐatel┞ fヴoﾏ 

unemployment, and vulnerable to precarious working conditions (Furlong & Cartmel, 2006; Kretsos, 

2010). Their transitions into employment are often fraught with difficulty in finding stable and well-

paid jobs (MacDonald et al, 2005). While economic studies may define an a priori け┞outhげ age ヴaﾐge 

which can be used to gauge the effects of age against variables such as productivity (e.g. Skirbekk, 

2004), sociological perspectives on youth employment are more interested in the processes involved 

in labour market integration (Brzinsky-Fay, 2007; Wyn & White, 2000). Given that stable 

employment has been considered a hallmark of adulthood (Cuconato, 2011), increased work 

uncertainty may therefore provoke significant changes in life course patterns. 

These developments have encouraged a focus on the way in which economic and social factors 

produce divergent trajectories and inequalities among young workers. Post-modern approaches 

have emerged highlighting the role of individual agency in these transitions, as Fordist collectivist 

institutions falter (Neilson & Rossiter, 2008; Wyn & White, 2000). Nonetheless, the apparent 

けiﾐdi┗idualisatioﾐげ of ┞outh laHouヴ ﾏaヴket tヴaﾐsitioﾐs has ﾐot ヴeplaIed tヴaditioﾐal forms of social 

integration and the influence of institutions such as the family or the state. Rather, it has introduced 

more risk into the pathways leading from them (Beck, 1992). 

This paper looks at jazz musicians in London, exploring how their experiences of labour market 

precarity and transitions to adulthood are affected both by their own agency and by structural 

factors. We e┝aﾏiﾐe paヴtiIipaﾐtsげ ヴespoﾐses to the pヴoIess of laHouヴ ﾏaヴket iﾐtegヴatioﾐ, aﾐd to 

uﾐstaHle ┘oヴkiﾐg Ioﾐditioﾐs, iﾐ the Ioﾐte┝t of Loﾐdoﾐげs jazz sIeﾐe. We seleIted a けIヴeati┗e seItoヴげ 

study because, given the many features that make it attractive to young workers, it constitutes an 

especially rich setting in which to consider けeﾏeヴgiﾐg adulthoodげ. Moreover, creative workers have 

to navigate a range of tensions in the development of their careers, as they seek to cultivate their 
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own artistic voice while simultaneously managing work instability (Lingo & Tepper, 2013). Our 

research will show that these tensions impact on their attitudes towards precarious work. We make 

three main points. Firstly, our participants frequently accepted precarity and sometimes even saw it 

as something to be embraced. Secondly, they made explicit connections between this embrace and 

their own transitions to adulthood. Thirdly, their ability to do this was highly dependent on 

structural resources, in particular their socio-economic family backgrounds. 

The paper is organised as follows. The first section provides theoretical background to the issue of 

precarious employment among young workers. There follows a section contextualising our case 

study. After a discussion of methods, theヴe aヴe thヴee eﾏpiヴiIal seItioﾐs disIussiﾐg paヴtiIipaﾐtsげ 

attitudes to precarity, its role in life course transitions, and the support networks upon which they 

rely. 

Precarity and transitions to adulthood 

Precarious work has been extensively studied in recent years, and is particularly associated with the 

loss of employment and collective organising capabilities following the breakdown of the post-War 

economic order (Barchiesi, 2011; Kalleberg, 2012; Standing, 2011). Not surprisingly, therefore, there 

is a burgeoning literature on precarious work in various disciplines, including labour economics, 

sociology, management and industrial relations, among others. This growth is partly attributable to a 

combination of various political-economic factors including welfare state retrenchment and 

structural reforms to labour markets (Greer & Doellgast, 2013). But to analyse fully it the 

connections between economic, institutional and social realms have to be understood, including 

factors such as family and other social networks (McDowell et al, 2009; Ranci, 2010). For example, 

Castelげs ふヲヰヰヰぶ ┘oヴk IoﾐIeptualises ┘oヴk aﾐd soIial ﾐet┘oヴks as t┘o distiﾐIt souヴIes of staHilit┞, aﾐd 

posits the e┝isteﾐIe of a けdisaffiliatedげ class that lacks access to both. Hence the extent to which 

labour market precarity is problematic depends on a range of other social factors (Gentile, 2011).  
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Precarity is especially prevalent among young people, who increasingly have to negotiate a set of 

risks that were largely unknown to their parents (Furlong & Cartmel, 2006; Standing, 2011). This 

applies not just to those in lower-skilled work. Relatively highly-skilled young workers are 

increasingly exposed to the risk of unemployment and social marginalisation (Barley & Kunda, 2004). 

Conseケueﾐtl┞, liteヴatuヴe has de┗eloped aヴouﾐd the idea of けeﾏeヴgiﾐg adulthoodげ, eﾐgagiﾐg ┘ith the 

prolongation of transitions to adulthood among 18-34 year olds (Bynner, 2005; Chisholm & 

Hurrelmann, 1995; Clark, 2007). For example, while many have commented on the relatively early 

home-leaving age of young British workers (Aassve et al, 2002; Billari & Liefbroer, 2010), recent 

sIholaヴship has suggested aﾐ e┝teﾐsioﾐ of けseﾏi-depeﾐdeﾐI┞げ oﾐ theiヴ paヴeﾐts ふBeヴヴiﾐgtoﾐ et al, 

2009; Heath et al, 2008). Indeed, increased difficulty in leaving home, or the increased need to 

return to it following an initial depaヴtuヴe, has gi┗eﾐ ヴise to disIussioﾐ of the けHooﾏeヴaﾐg geﾐeヴatioﾐげ 

(Stone et al, 2013). 

These points indicate a continued emphasis on social institutions such as the family in coping with 

labour market instability, and arguably conflict with other sociological trends emphasising an 

iﾐIヴeasiﾐg けiﾐdi┗idualisatioﾐげ ┘ithiﾐ soIieties. The latteヴ has goﾐe haﾐd-in-hand with the growing 

emphasis on risk and insecurity in modern capitalism (Bauman, 1998; Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1990; 

Sennett, 2000). Certainly, precarity may be seen as reflecting the transition from the Keynesian 

eﾏphasis oﾐ staHilit┞ aﾐd iﾐtegヴatioﾐ, to a gloHal eIoﾐoﾏ┞ iﾐ ┘hiIh the iﾐdi┗idualげs IoﾐﾐeItioﾐ to 

kinship and public support networks is weakened (Ranci, 2010) and post-War collective solidarities 

けﾏelt iﾐto aiヴげ ふLash & Urry, 1987). Others tie precarity to an ideological turn towards 

けiﾐdi┗idualisatioﾐ aﾐd peヴsoﾐal ヴespoﾐsiHilit┞ foヴ ┘oヴkげ ふKalleHeヴg, ヲヰヰΓ:ンぶ. This theﾏe of appaヴeﾐt 

individualisation has wide-ranging implications. Standing (2011:66), for example, argues that young 

┘oヴkeヴs iﾐIヴeasiﾐgl┞ けヴejeIt the laHouヴisﾏ of staHle full-tiﾏe joHsげ, Iヴa┗iﾐg iﾐstead to け┘oヴk oﾐ theiヴ 

o┘ﾐげ outside of tヴaditioﾐal IolleIti┗e stヴuItuヴes. W┞ﾐ aﾐd White ふヲヰヰヰぶ sho┘ ho┘ IoﾐIepts like skill 

have been reconfigured to denote the ability to cope as an individual in an unstable labour market. 
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But these themes of individualisation may merely obscure, rather than reduce, the importance of 

collective categories in shaping life chances. Structural divisions in society continue to shape 

expectations and the form that the life course takes (Bynner & Roberts, 1991; Evans & Furlong, 

1997). This is Fuヴloﾐg aﾐd Caヴtﾏelげs ふヲヰヰヶぶ けepisteﾏologiIal fallaI┞げ: that circumstances that appear 

to individualise people in fact remain rooted in societal structures. Differences such as class 

background remain central to an understanding of emerging adulthood and labour market 

integration. Accordingly, as we present our data, we will argue that while we do see a significant 

けiﾐdi┗idualisatioﾐげ iﾐ the attitudes of jazz ﾏusiIiaﾐs to ┘oヴk aﾐd the life-course, their capacity to 

manage and embrace this individualisation is highly dependent on other support networks, primarily 

family. 

Creative work and precarity 

There is a burgeoning literature on creative work, and due to space constraints we offer only a brief 

discussion here as context for our case study. Labour process-deヴi┗ed disIussioﾐs of けIヴeati┗e laHouヴげ 

(Smith & McKinlay, 2009) observe important definitional problems. Work outside of けIヴeati┗eげ 

seItoヴs suIh as ﾏusiI, ﾏedia oヴ theatヴe is ﾐot iﾐe┗itaHl┞ けuﾐIヴeati┗eげ, aﾐd IoﾏﾏeヴIial ヴeケuiヴeﾏeﾐts 

within those fields may also Ioﾐstヴaiﾐ けIヴeati┗it┞げ. More important for our purposes are the relatively 

well-documented characteristics of jobs like music which make them an especially interesting lens 

through which to view the themes of precarity and the life course.  

Firstly, creative work is disproportionately populated by young workers (Gibson, 2003; McRobbie, 

2002). Moreover, it is also characterised by precarious working arrangements- typically in the guise 

of けpoヴtfolioげ eﾏplo┞ﾏeﾐt ふGill, ヲヰヰヲぶ. Consequently creative work, especially music, is characterised 

by multiple short-term projects with various employers or clients. In the case of music in particular, 

workers may subsidise or manage this precarity by undertaking varying quantities of stabler 

employment (often teaching) (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2010). This makes it a particularly interesting 

case, given the possibility for the simultaneous cultivation of unpredictable gigging engagements 
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alongside more reliable income streams (Umney & Kretsos, 2013). Unions in these professions tend 

to be weak, typically providing services such as insurance and legal advice rather than collectively 

regulating conditions of work (Heery et al, 2004; Saundry et al, 2007). However, while these points 

may partially explain why low pay is common in creative work, they are not the whole story. Creative 

workers themselves are often fatalistic about working conditions (Banks & Hesmondhalgh, 2009). In 

the case of jazz in particular, this fatalism may reflect their attitude to work itself, where pay and 

conditions are not necessarily seen as indicative of job quality, and where poorly-remunerated work 

may be prioritised if it affords greater creative autonomy (Stebbins, 1968; Umney & Kretsos, 2013). 

The toleヴaﾐIe of lo┘ pa┞ also ヴefleIts the ﾐeed to gヴease the ┘heels of the Iヴeati┗e iﾐdustヴ┞げs 

けeIoﾐoﾏ┞ of fa┗ouヴsげ ふUヴsell, ヲヰヰヰぶ, espeIiall┞ iﾐ settings such as jazz where the creation of social 

ties is paramount (Dowd & Pinheiro, 2013). 

HeﾐIe, Iヴeati┗e ┘oヴk Iaﾐ ┞ield a ┘ealth of data IoﾐIeヴﾐiﾐg ┞ouﾐg ┘oヴkeヴsげ e┝peヴieﾐIes of 

precarious employment. Importantly, for such workers, the question is rarely siﾏpl┞ oﾐe of けIopiﾐgげ 

with precarity. Rather, the positive attraction of this kind of work for young workers must be 

recognised. As McRobbie (2002) shows, the けutopiaﾐげ H┞passiﾐg of けﾐoヴﾏalげ ┘oヴkiﾐg life is aﾐ 

important allure; and according to some, a ke┞ desiヴe of the けpヴeIaヴiatげ iﾐ geﾐeヴal ふ“taﾐdiﾐg, ヲヰヱヱぶ. 

Work structures, particularly in creative sector jobs, cannot be analyzed in a vacuum, but as the 

outcome of interplay between economic and cultural constructs. For example, precarious creative 

woヴk is ヴeﾐdeヴed attヴaIti┗e H┞ ideologiIal faItoヴs suIh as the ﾐotioﾐ of けIool joHsげ ふNeff et al, ヲヰヰヵぶ. 

Our data will show that music is once again a strong exemplary case, where participants are often 

motivated by sheer enjoyment of the work. Interestingly, some writers have construed music scenes 

as highly communitarian, enabling collaboration based on shared passion, and thus highly resistant 

to the encroachment of instrumentalist business perspectives (Coulson, 2012). Hence it would be 

wrong to see musicians as victims of a lack of labour market integration. The idea of being an 

けoutsideヴげ- or part of a group of outsiders- in relation to the formalised labour market can be a 

motivating factor in itself. 
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To use labour process-derived terminology, the hallﾏaヴk of けIヴeati┗e laHouヴげ is the ふpaヴtialぶ 

breakdown of the separation of conception and execution that defines the capitalist wage 

relationship (Smith & McKinlay, 2009). Given that it is organised around spontaneous small-group 

improvisation, jazz is a particularly vivid example of creative labour, and we were keen to use it to 

explore the idea of individual freedom through work. One may speculate that jazz, so often based 

around virtuosity, can represent a means to reclaim some degree of creative agency on an individual 

level, even if others have shown that the emancipatory potential of creative work tends to be 

undermined in a neoliberal setting (Banks, 2006). As we show in the following sections, our 

participants held complex and ambivalent- but sometimes strikingly positive- attitudes to the 

connections between precarity and their own individual development as artists. Nonetheless, we 

show that these observations cannot be separated from a class analysis, and that other forms of 

stability such as family support are important facilitating factors. 

Data and Methods 

This research is based on interviews with 30 musicians working in London collected between 

December 2011 and December 2012, plus follow-up interviews with 14 participants to revisit themes 

that emerged over the course of the research. Our sample focused on jazz musicians, but note that 

this does not mean that all interviewees earned a living playing exclusively jazz; the number of 

people in this category would be tiny. Rather, our interviewees were almost all professional 

musicians who had had formal education in jazz, excepting one who had been educated in classical 

ﾏusiI Hut ┘ho had siﾐIe HeIoﾏe iﾐ┗ol┗ed iﾐ jazz. All had de┗eloped けpoヴtfolioげ ┘oヴkiﾐg li┗es ┘hiIh 

included various other thiﾐgs; t┞piIall┞ teaIhiﾐg, oヴ pla┞iﾐg iﾐ otheヴ settiﾐgs suIh as けfuﾐItioﾐげ gigs 

(i.e. private parties) and musical theatre. The vast majority continued to play jazz gigs wherever 

possible, though most had also diversified stylistically. Of the 30 participants, all but four fell into the 

25-35 age range. One was younger (23), and three were in their late 30s or early 40s. 
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As this age range indicates, our selection procedure was based around snowball sampling from an 

initial starting point of two contacts, and did not seek to identify musicians that fit into an age range 

defined a priori. Instead, we tried to speak to musicians who were in the process of establishing 

themselves on the London music scene, or in some cases those that had recently moved away after 

attempts to do so, without specific consideration of age. The important thing, therefore, was to 

interview those at an early stage in their careers, transitioning from education to established 

professionals. Frequently, this included musicians who had studied elsewhere and had, after 

spending some years saving money or preparing, relocated to begin afresh in London. Given 

Loﾐdoﾐげs status as uﾐdisputed Iapital of the UKげs jazz sIeﾐe, the ﾏo┗e theヴe is a IヴitiIal step iﾐ 

building a career for many musicians, which can be undertaken at different ages. To work to a pre-

defined age range would therefore have been unduly restrictive. 

Interviews were typically 1-2 hours long. Initial questions probed the empirical nature and 

oヴgaﾐisatioﾐ of paヴtiIipaﾐtsげ eﾏplo┞ﾏeﾐt, Hut paヴtiIulaヴ foIus ┘as plaIed oﾐ theiヴ e┝peヴieﾐIes of 

precarious work and their attitudes towards it, specifically within the transition from new scene 

entrant to established musician. Hence, in the minority of cases where musicians above the 25-35 

range were contacted, interviews took a heavily biographical focus, asking participants to narrate 

their experiences and reflect on this process. Therefore we consider that our sample is well placed to 

addヴess the issues suヴヴouﾐdiﾐg けeﾏeヴgiﾐg adulthoodげ aﾐd pヴeIaヴious ┘oヴk disIussed aHo┗e. 

The remainder of the article explores this interview data, continuing as follows. First, we discuss the 

ambivalence of our participants to precarious work, illustrating how it was tolerated and sometimes 

embraced. Second, we show how participants sought to manage this precarity in contextualise it 

within their life course. Finally, we highlight the importance of family socio-economic background 

that ﾏitigates the effeIt of pヴeIaヴit┞ aﾐd ヴeﾐdeヴs possiHle paヴtiIipaﾐtsげ eﾏHヴaIe of it. 

けIf I eﾐjo┞ soﾏethiﾐg, I doﾐげt worr┞ aHout the ﾏoﾐe┞ so ﾏuIhげ: Attitudes towards preIarit┞ 
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An obvious but important staヴtiﾐg poiﾐt ┘heﾐ disIussiﾐg ﾏusiIiaﾐsげ ┘oヴkiﾐg li┗es is that almost all 

participants entered the music profession because of the desire to play music. For many, this was a 

passion outweighing other concerns; a point made most straightforwardly in the quote fヴoﾏ け‘oHげ 

(27, saxophone) that heads this section. Those participants moving to London after studying 

elsewhere typically explained this transition not in terms of economic opportunity, but because of 

the ケualit┞ of Loﾐdoﾐげs ﾏusiI sIeﾐe. This enjoyment may take precedence over the desire for well-

remunerated and stable work. Stephen (28, bass) refers here to his experiences of low-paid 

ヴestauヴaﾐt gigs: けI fiﾐd geﾐeヴall┞ if ﾏusiIiaﾐs aヴe fヴee, the┞ ┘aﾐt to go aﾐd pla┞. The┞ doﾐげt ﾏiﾐd [lo┘ 

fees and inforﾏal ┘oヴkiﾐg aヴヴaﾐgeﾏeﾐts]… Itげs ﾐiIe, ┞ou kﾐo┘, speﾐdiﾐg aﾐ e┗eﾐiﾐg iﾐ a ヴestauヴaﾐt… 

aﾐd doiﾐg soﾏe pla┞iﾐgげ. “iﾏilaヴl┞, ‘aIhel ふヲン, tヴoﾏHoﾐeぶ speaks aHout uﾐpaid ┘oヴk ┘ith oﾐe of heヴ 

Haﾐds: け┞ouげヴe aヴouﾐd gヴeat pla┞eヴs aﾐd ┞ouげヴe leaヴﾐiﾐg, e┗eﾐ if ┞ouげヴe ﾐot gettiﾐg aﾐ┞ ﾏoﾐe┞げ. 

It was universal among participants that the desire to play increased tolerance of low-paid and 

informal work. More strongly, for many participants the experience of playing the kind of music that 

they want to play is something for which these material concerns are worth sacrificing. Participants 

ofteﾐ iﾐ┗oked aﾐ iﾐe┗itaHle ﾐeed to lo┘eヴ ﾏateヴial e┝peItatioﾐs, iﾐ oヴdeヴ to eﾐaHle けIヴeati┗eげ ┘oヴk 

to He uﾐdeヴtakeﾐ ヴegulaヴl┞. Foヴ soﾏe, ┘heﾐ peヴfoヴﾏiﾐg けoヴigiﾐalげ pヴojeIts ふi.e. a paヴtiIipaﾐtげs o┘ﾐ 

creative output rather than functions or musical theatre), work stability is a luxury one has little right 

to expect. 

けE┗eヴ┞oﾐe kﾐo┘s ┘heﾐ staヴtiﾐg aﾐ oヴigiﾐal pヴojeIt that ┞ou ha┗e to He iﾐto the pヴojeIt 

HeIause theヴe aiﾐげt goiﾐg to He aﾐ┞ ﾏoﾐetaヴ┞ ヴe┘aヴd... Thatげs ┘h┞ ┘eげヴe iﾐto ﾏusiI. We 

┘eヴe doiﾐg that stuff foヴ fuﾐ ┘heﾐ ┘e ┘eヴe leaヴﾐiﾐg ﾏusiIげ ふHaヴヴ┞, ヲヶ, tヴuﾏpetぶ 

More bluntly: 

けThe ┘a┞ I see it is that ┞ou just do it at ┞ouヴ o┘ﾐ ヴisk. If ┞ou get ヴipped off oﾐ a gig theﾐ ┞ou 

just doﾐげt do a gig ┘ith that gu┞ agaiﾐ. You doﾐげt use that ageﾐt, ┞ou doﾐげt use ┘hoe┗eヴ it is 

agaiﾐ, ┞ou kﾐo┘? Thatげs the e┝peヴieﾐIeげ ふBヴ┞aﾐ, ヲΒ, Hassぶ 
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This ヴaises the ケuestioﾐ of ┘hetheヴ paヴtiIipaﾐts Ioﾐsideヴed pla┞iﾐg jazz as け┘oヴkげ at all. Wheﾐ asked 

about future goals, ‘oH ふヲΑ, sa┝ophoﾐeぶ ヴeplied けthatげs fuﾐﾐ┞, HeIause ┘heﾐ ┞ou ask aHout Iaヴeeヴ 

oHjeIti┗es it ﾏakes it souﾐd like ┘oヴk!げ This aﾏHiguous liﾐe Het┘eeﾐ ┘oヴk aﾐd eﾐjo┞ﾏeﾐt is 

reflected in the following quote from Bryan: 

けTheヴeげs a Hig Hluヴ Het┘eeﾐ ┘hat I do foヴ ┘oヴk aﾐd ┘hat I do foヴ fuﾐ… If ┞ou doﾐげt pヴaItiIe, 

itげs o┗eヴ ヴeall┞. Theヴeげs ﾐo poiﾐt Heiﾐg a ﾏusiIiaﾐ if ┞ou doﾐげt pヴaItiIe… Wheﾐ I ha┗e tiﾏe off 

iﾐ the e┗eﾐiﾐgs, I pヴaItiIe. “o liteヴall┞ all da┞ Tuesda┞ Iげll He pヴaItiIiﾐg. If I ┘asﾐげt heヴe [at the 

inter┗ie┘] ﾐo┘ Iげd He pヴaItiIiﾐg. “o I ヴeall┞ see that as Heiﾐg the siﾐgle ﾏost iﾏpoヴtaﾐt paヴt 

of Heiﾐg a ﾏusiIiaﾐ e┗eﾐ though itげs ﾐot aItuall┞ eaヴﾐiﾐg ﾏe aﾐ┞ ﾏoﾐe┞げ 

This paヴtiIipaﾐtげs iﾐIoﾏe Iaﾏe eitheヴ fヴoﾏ teaIhiﾐg oヴ peヴfoヴﾏiﾐg fuﾐItioﾐ gigs H┞ ヴote. The only 

music he pushed himself to practice for were his original projects, which constituted a negligible 

fragment of his total income. Hence the largest chunk of his working time is spent developing his 

own capabilities, even though this has little bearing on his earning power.  

As ﾏaﾐ┞ paヴtiIipaﾐts sa┘ けoヴigiﾐalげ jazz peヴfoヴﾏaﾐIe as oﾐl┞ aﾏHiguousl┞ け┘oヴkげ, so the┞ dヴe┘ a fiヴﾏ 

liﾐe sepaヴatiﾐg theiヴ o┘ﾐ Iヴeati┗e aIti┗ities fヴoﾏ けﾐoヴﾏalげ work. For instance, many expressed a 

strong aversion to the idea of music as a けtヴadeげ. Participants who had undertaken more regularised 

kinds of music work such as musical theatre often recalled feeling out-of-step with older colleagues 

who they felt adopted this outlook. Rob, for example, recalled being berated by colleagues for 

practicing during scheduled breaks while doing pantomime. Edward (27, saxophone) recounts his 

experiences playing on cruise ships: 

けThe ﾏajoヴit┞ of people oﾐ theヴe had Heeﾐ theヴe ヲヰ ┞eaヴs- nobody seemed to be passionate 

aHout ﾏusiI. Aﾐd I Iaﾐげt iﾏagiﾐe any of those characters at any point being passionate 

about music! There was no passion left in them about what they were doing. It almost felt 

like a tヴade ヴatheヴ thaﾐ a passioﾐげ 
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This view was not universal. Some participants dismissed this critique of music as a trade, viewing 

the peヴIei┗ed けHaIks to the audieﾐIeげ attitude of soﾏe jazz peヴfoヴﾏeヴs as a self-indulgent barrier to 

self-sufficiency. We return to this point below. 

This prioritisation of creative activity over financial stability was a regular interview theme, but it is 

ﾐot siﾏpl┞ that ﾏusiIiaﾐs eﾐjo┞ pla┞iﾐg ﾏusiI aﾐd ヴesist its Ioﾐ┗eヴsioﾐ iﾐto a けtヴadeげ. This was 

undoubtedly a recurrent theme, but a second one was the pursuit of music as reflecting a desire for 

┗aヴiet┞ o┗eヴ ヴegulaヴit┞. けHa┗iﾐg a balance is key for me- I Iouldﾐげt do a Γ-5 sitting in front of a 

Ioﾏputeヴ sIヴeeﾐげ ふ‘┞aﾐ, ヲΑ, sa┝ophoﾐeぶ. けIﾐ the last t┘o ﾏoﾐths Iげ┗e doﾐe a lot of house gigs, pla┞ed 

with orchestras, done quartet gigs, done an Indian music concert. And I love having that variety, and 

I just feel as loﾐg as I ha┗e ┗aヴiet┞ Iげll He happ┞げ ふAﾐﾐa, ヲヶ, sa┝ophoﾐeぶ. “iﾏoﾐ ふヲΒ, guitaヴぶ desIヴiHed 

Heiﾐg attヴaIted to a けpヴeIaヴiousげ e┝isteﾐIe aﾐd suggested that if he fouﾐd hiﾏself iﾐ a ﾏoヴe 

ヴegulaヴised joH, けI ┘ould feel like I ┘as ﾏissiﾐg soﾏethiﾐgげ. 

Moreover, many participants suggested highly individualistic reasons for pursuing music careers. 

This けiﾐdi┗idualisﾏげ Iaﾏe thヴough iﾐ t┘o ┘a┞s. Fiヴstl┞, a very common theme was the desire for self-

improvement; to push oneself, in contrast with the stagnation that participants associated with 

more regularised work. Important here is the move all participants had made to London (save the 

native-Londoner minority). As noted, this was typically explained as a desire to expose oneself to a 

higher-calibre music scene, and in some cases forcing oneself out of local comfort zones. Terry (32, 

guitar) had cornered the jazz market in his home town, but felt that his development as a player had 

stalled aﾐd Iould oﾐl┞ He ヴekiﾐdled ┘ith けThe Feaヴげ iﾐ┗olved in starting from scratch on the periphery 

of the London scene. Similarly, Oliver (29, bass) said: 

けYou thiﾐk ┞ou Iaﾐ easil┞ sta┞ iﾐ [ﾏ┞ hoﾏeto┘ﾐ]: do a Hit of teaIhiﾐg, soﾏe gigs at [the loIal 

jazz ┗eﾐues], ﾐo┘ aﾐd agaiﾐ. Aﾐd I though さGod, I Iould eﾐd up being 40 and never have 

tヴied aﾐ┞thiﾐg elseざ. BeIause itげs so IoﾏfoヴtaHle… That idea of gettiﾐg to foヴt┞- married, 



 12 

house, a Hit of teaIhiﾐg… That ┘as suIh a diffeヴeﾐIe fヴoﾏ ┘heﾐ I ┘as ┞ouﾐgeヴ aﾐd ┘atIhiﾐg 

Queen: Live at Wembley. And I wanted to go for thatげ 

Another interviewee (Noel, 33, bass) had made substantial sacrifices for this transition, giving up a 

stable conservatoire teaching job and selling his house, to rent in London while trying to accumulate 

paid gigs. 

Occasionally, this idea of pushing oneself hardened into more explicit individualism. Richard (28, 

dヴuﾏsぶ spoke eﾐthusiastiIall┞ aHout the けﾏeヴitoIヴatiIげ ﾐatuヴe of ﾏusiI, in which (as opposed to 

けﾐoヴﾏalげ joHsぶ it ┘as iﾏpossiHle to get a┘a┞ ┘ith ﾏedioIヴit┞ as part of a wider organisation. This 

suggests the second sense in which the attraction to music was individualistic: the desire for self-

direction, and ownership of a particular artistic project. 

けThe ultiﾏate goal is to ﾏake ﾏoﾐe┞ doiﾐg ﾏ┞ o┘ﾐ thiﾐg. Aﾐd the oﾐe ﾏajoヴ thiﾐg thatげs 

happeﾐed to ﾏe this ┞eaヴ… ┘as that I ha┗e staヴted gettiﾐg paid foヴ doiﾐg gigs that aヴe 

HasiIall┞ Ioﾏpletel┞ iﾏpヴo┗ised. The┞げヴe totall┞ ﾏe. Aﾐd thatげs ﾐe┗eヴ ヴeall┞ happeﾐed to ﾏe 

Hefoヴeげ ふBヴ┞aﾐ, ヲΒ, Hassぶ 

けWheﾐ ┞ou do a fuﾐItioﾐ gig ┞ou thiﾐk さhas this pushed ﾏe foヴ┘aヴd as aﾐ aヴtist? Has it 

iﾐIヴeased ﾏ┞ pヴofile as a peヴfoヴﾏiﾐg ﾏusiIiaﾐ?ざ… If ┞ou do a fuﾐItioﾐ ┞ou get ﾐothiﾐg fヴoﾏ 

that. Wheヴeas if ┞ou do a ケuaヴtet gig do┘ﾐ at the loIal to oﾐl┞ fi┗e people, Hut ┞ouげll thiﾐk 

さthatげs ﾏe, thatげs ﾏ┞ ﾐaﾏeざ. Youげヴe doiﾐg Iヴeati┗e gigs uﾐdeヴ ┞ouヴ ﾐaﾏe. E┗eﾐ if ┞ouげヴe ﾐot 

pla┞iﾐg to otheヴ people, ┞ou ha┗e aﾐ output as aﾐ aヴtistげ ふHaヴヴ┞, ヲヶ, tヴuﾏpetぶ 

Therefore various factors explain the acceptance and even embrace of precarious employment for 

our participants. Firstly, the idea of music as a passion to which material stability must be sacrificed. 

Secondly, the aversion to the stifling idea of music as a けﾐoヴﾏal tヴadeげ. Thirdly, the desire for 

challenge and self-direction, which led to the rejection of more regularised kinds of music work such 

as functions and theatre where better employment conditions tend to be found. Hence participants 
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may prioritise the risks which supposedly catalyse individual development over regularity and 

security. This latter point is less universal and should not be overstated: the next section considers 

nuances, showing how participants contextualised precarity within the life course. 

けMoﾐe┞ perpetuates ﾏ┞ e┝isteﾐIe, aﾐd thatげs ok as loﾐg as Iげﾏ pla┞iﾐg good ﾏusiIげ: The managed 

embrace of precarity 

For participants there was often a conscious decision to be made about the balance between 

けIヴeati┗eげ aﾐd staHle eﾏplo┞ﾏeﾐt. While ﾏaﾐ┞ pヴioヴitised the foヴﾏeヴ, a minority were unwilling to 

do so. Ben (29, guitar) states: 

けI ﾏade a deIisioﾐ at Iollege to ﾏake suヴe I Iould eaヴﾐ a li┗iﾐg out of it… Iげ┗e Iut off ﾏost of 

ﾏ┞ Iヴeati┗e side ﾏostl┞ HeIause of tiﾏe aﾐd HeIause of Heiﾐg e┝hausted. Itげs soﾏethiﾐg Iげd 

like to get HaIk iﾐto, Hut Iげﾏ ﾏoヴe thaﾐ happ┞ ﾏakiﾐg a li┗iﾐg ┘age out of ┘hat Iげﾏ doiﾐgげ 

(Ben, 29, guitar) 

Most participants sought to mitigate precarity to some degree, and this led down various paths. 

Most commonly, it involved increasing amounts of teaching, or other music jobs which were 

typically seen as less creatively fulfilling such as functions and musical theatre. One participant (Eric, 

28, saxophone) found his precarity unbearable and was seeking to leave music altogether:  

けI ┘oヴヴ┞ eﾐdlessl┞. Iげ┗e got health pヴoHleﾏs as a ヴesult… aﾐ┝iet┞… IhヴoﾐiI teﾐsioﾐ headaches. 

All that soヴt of stuff, HeIause ┞ouげヴe Ioﾐstaﾐtl┞ just stヴessed aHout e┗eヴ┞ aspeIt of ┞ouヴ 

fiﾐaﾐIial seIuヴit┞. Aﾐd itげs ﾐot just ┞ouヴ joH, itげs also ┞ouヴ passioﾐ. Aﾐd the ┘hole thiﾐg gets 

into one massive whirlwind, and it can be very, very soul-destヴo┞iﾐg… Toda┞ Iげ┗e sold ﾏ┞ 

Apple laptop foヴ £ヶヰヰ HeIause I ﾐeed it to get thヴough MaヴIh. “o Iげﾏ ﾐo┘ iﾐ a positioﾐ 

where at 28 I own nothing- Iげ┗e got ﾐothiﾐg. Iげ┗e still got soﾏe deHt! But ┘heﾐ I ┘as ヲヱ I 

o┘ﾐed a house, aﾐd soﾏe otheヴ stuff… Iげ┗e e┗eﾐ sold sa┝es! Iげ┗e got t┘o sa┝es, I used to 

ha┗e fi┗e. Aﾐd itげs goﾐe to keepiﾐg ﾏe ali┗eげ 
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Coﾐseケueﾐtl┞, EヴiI ┘as tヴ┞iﾐg to けdo┘ﾐgヴadeげ ﾏusiI fヴoﾏ a Iaヴeeヴ to ﾏeヴe iﾐteヴest: けIげ┗e got to tヴeat 

it more as a hobby, and if it flourishes, theﾐ gヴeatげ. 

It would be excessively bleak to characterise this kind of distress as the outcome of trying to 

reconcile the irreconcilable; i.e. creative passion and work. Many other interviewees, when asked 

about career objectives, described wanting to mitigate the more negative elements of precarity and 

maintain its supposedly positive ones. This attitude is again summarised in the quote from Ewan (33, 

bass) that heads this section. Noel ふンン, Hassぶ had けtヴiﾏﾏedげ his seIuヴe teaIhiﾐg joH, to the poiﾐt 

┘heヴe it pヴo┗ided a HasiI けsafet┞ ﾐetげ to ﾏa┝iﾏise oppoヴtuﾐities foヴ giggiﾐg. It is iﾐ this seﾐse that the 

issue of eﾏeヴgiﾐg adulthood HeIoﾏes ヴele┗aﾐt. けI didﾐげt Ioﾏe to Loﾐdoﾐ to sa┗e, I Iaﾏe to pla┞ 

ﾏusiI. “o if I ha┗e a ヴoof o┗eヴ ﾏ┞ head aﾐd li┗e a Hit pヴeIaヴiousl┞, thatげs fiﾐe for now. You have to do 

it ┘hile ┞ouげヴe still ┞ouﾐgげ ふ“iﾏoﾐ, ヲΒ, guitaヴぶ.  

HeﾐIe paヴtiIipaﾐtsげ loﾐgeヴ-term objectives were frequently to achieve just enough economic 

stability to enable the pursuit of creative projects. 

けThe oﾐl┞ eIoﾐoﾏiI oHjeIti┗e I Iaﾐ see myself having is that I could have enough for a 

deposit on a flat in Zone 2-ン of Loﾐdoﾐ, Hut that seeﾏs alﾏost uﾐaIhie┗aHle. I doﾐげt ┘aﾐt to 

eaヴﾐ shedloads of Iash. Iげﾏ ﾐot ﾏoﾐe┞-oヴieﾐted. If I ┘as I ┘ouldﾐげt He doiﾐg ┘hat Iげﾏ doiﾐg. 

I want to keep doing ┘hat Iげﾏ doiﾐg. Aﾐd to He doiﾐg Iヴeati┗e pヴojeIts ┘heヴe I ha┗e Iヴeati┗e 

Ioﾐtヴolげ ふEd┘aヴd, ヲΑ, sa┝ophoﾐeぶ 

Consequently participants were conscious that, as they got older, their approaches to music may 

alter. Here Dan (26, saxophone) was asked about the prospects of a mortgage and children: 

けIげd ヴatheヴ ﾐot thiﾐk aHout it! Iげd ha┗e to Ihaﾐge. No┘ I doﾐげt ha┗e ヴespoﾐsiHilities aﾐd oﾐl┞ 

ﾏ┞self to pヴo┗ide foヴ. Iげd ha┗e to ヴel┞ oﾐ ﾏoﾐe┞ ﾏoヴe. “o doiﾐg the oヴigiﾐals stuff aﾐd ﾐot 

taking money from the gigs- I couldﾐげt do that. Yesteヴda┞ I speﾐt all da┞ ┘oヴkiﾐg oﾐ gettiﾐg 
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gigs- I Iouldﾐげt do that… I do ┘aﾐt all of that stuff at soﾏe poiﾐt. Iげll Iヴoss that Hヴidge ┘heﾐ it 

Ioﾏes to it. If I ha┗e to hustle foヴ ﾏoヴe fuﾐItioﾐ gigs, so He itげ 

Again, it must be emphasised that the prospect of stable work is not necessarily an attraction; 

potentially quite the reverse. The ﾐotioﾐ of けstaHilit┞げ assuﾏed pejoヴati┗e o┗eヴtoﾐes foヴ soﾏe 

interviewees. Alex (27, trumpet), had attempted regular work in the house band in a West End 

show: 

けIt ┘as so Hoヴiﾐg. It ヴuiﾐs ┞ou as a ﾏusiIiaﾐ. I ヴeall┞ thiﾐk [┞ou ha┗e to] take otheヴ 

oppoヴtuﾐities to pla┞ ヴeal ﾏusiI ┘ith ヴeal people that isﾐげt just pla┞iﾐg the e┝aIt saﾏe ﾐotes 

e┗eヴ┞ ﾐight foヴ fi┗e ┞eaヴs… It isﾐげt ﾏ┞ idea of ┘h┞ I HeIaﾏe a ﾏusiIian. And the guys that do 

it teﾐd to He ﾏaヴヴied ┘ith kids aﾐd joHs, ﾐeediﾐg fiﾐaﾐIial seIuヴit┞. If ┞ou doﾐげt ha┗e those 

oHligatioﾐs ┞ouげヴe ﾐot ヴeケuiヴed to do it. As sooﾐ as ┞ou get a ﾏoヴtgage oヴ kids, suddeﾐl┞ 

┞ouげヴe thiﾐkiﾐg- I should probably find something ﾏoヴe staHle aﾐd higheヴ iﾐIoﾏeげ 

Terry (33, guitar) provides a paヴtiIulaヴl┞ ┗i┗id e┝aﾏple, ┘heヴe けstaHilit┞げ seeﾏs to He synonymous 

with the suHoヴdiﾐatioﾐ of oﾐeげs o┘ﾐ ┗isioﾐ iﾐ soﾏeoﾐe elseげs seヴ┗iIe. 

けI ┘as doiﾐg loads of teaIhiﾐg iﾐ [ﾏ┞ hoﾏeto┘ﾐ] so Iげd saved a fair amount, but had got 

ケuite pissed off ┘ith the ┘hole teaIhiﾐg thiﾐg. I thought: さIf Iげﾏ goiﾐg to ﾏo┗e up heヴe Iげﾏ 

goiﾐg to do it pヴopeヴl┞ざ… I kﾐo┘ soﾏe people that ヴeall┞ hate teaIhiﾐg… I fiﾐd it ヴeasoﾐaHl┞ 

pleasaﾐt, it doesﾐげt gヴate ┘ith ﾏe, but you can see your life slip away doing that because 

┞ou kﾐo┘ that the oﾐl┞ pヴogヴess thatげs goiﾐg to He ﾏade is ┞ouヴ studeﾐtsげげ ふTeヴヴ┞, ンン, guitaヴぶ 

We should He pヴeIise aHout ho┘ ヴegulaヴised aIti┗it┞ suIh as teaIhiﾐg fits iﾐto paヴtiIipaﾐtsげ ┘oヴkiﾐg 

lives. While undoubtedly the case for some, it would be far too general to say that these jobs were 

only ever seen as a necessary evil. Various interviewees, for example, gained great professional 

satisfaction from teaching, or from the precise execution of complex theatrical charts. A common 

theﾏe, ho┘e┗eヴ, ┘as that this ┘as ﾐot ﾏusiIiaﾐsげ raisoﾐ dげetre and should support but never 
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replace self-directed original projects. Many participants were by no means keen to reach 

けadulthood eﾏaﾐIipatioﾐげ aﾐd soﾏe had gi┗en up its supposed tenets (e.g. home ownership) to 

enter a new, risk-laden phase. Moヴeo┗eヴ, paヴtiIipaﾐts teﾐded ﾐot to eﾐ┗isioﾐ Ileaヴ けtヴaﾐsitioﾐsげ to 

adulthood stability, but rather the managed cultivation of reliable resources such as teaching work, 

to prolong elements of precarity into the future. This reflects a profound けiﾐdi┗idualisatioﾐげ iﾐ oﾐe 

sense: while settings like musical theatre have comparatively strong collective regulation of 

conditions, the most salient question about these kinds of work for participants was typically the 

extent to which they should figure in their own individual balancing of regularity and precarity. 

 けThereげs lots of douHle-Harrelled ﾐaﾏes iﾐ the Loﾐdoﾐ jazz sIeﾐeげ1
: Class dimensions 

The preceding section showed how musicians seek a balance between stability and precarity. This 

balance must be negotiated individually, depending on paヴtiIipaﾐtsげ prioritisation of creative 

autonomy and tolerance for risk. But individual responses to these variables are closely connected to 

socio-economic factors: primarily family background. Most participants had depended at various 

points on family support, facilitating the continuation of their careers. This support is critical from a 

very young age. Many participants had begun learning their instruments while in primary school, and 

hence parental encouragement and resources were essential. Firstly, they can provide a conducive 

environment for picking up an instrument, as Mark (26, drums) describes:  

[I have] always played music, because there were a lot of musicians in my family, so it was 

pヴett┞ ﾏuIh pヴeseﾐt stヴaight a┘a┞… “o I staヴted pla┞iﾐg Tuppeヴ┘aヴe Ho┝es, aﾐd I al┘a┞s had 

pretend kits for ages, and then my dad brought me a real drum set when I was six... But 

before that it was just singing nursery rhymes, singing lots with my brother and sister. So, at 

six my sister would have already been playing trumpet so I would have been performing 

┘ith heヴ, aﾐd ﾏ┞ Hヴotheヴ ┘as a tヴoﾏHoﾐistげ 

The investment of family resources (both finances and time) is also critical: 

                                                           
1
 Quote from Connor (33, bass). 
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けM┞ ﾏuﾏ ﾏade aﾐ aHsolutel┞ gigaﾐtiI iﾐ┗estﾏeﾐt iﾐ ﾏ┞ ﾏusiIal leaヴﾐiﾐg. All at the saﾏe 

tiﾏe I ┘as ha┗iﾐg lessoﾐs iﾐ piaﾐo aﾐd guitaヴ aﾐd ┗iola aﾐd tuHa, aﾐd siﾐgiﾐg, aﾐd theoヴ┞… 

And going on all these different summer camps, playing in bands, this kind of stuff. Ferrying 

┞ou kids aHout the plaIe, Hu┞iﾐg all these iﾐstヴuﾏeﾐtsげ ふTeヴヴ┞, ンン, guitaヴぶ 

Participants had typically spent well over a decade practicing their instruments to develop the 

necessary playing capabilities, and the great majority therefore perceived this early encouragement 

as having been invaluable. This support frequently continued as they pursued music through Higher 

Education, which provides not just education but also networks critical to future success.  This 

applies to participants self-identifying as both middle and working class. In our sample the latter was 

a small minority, and it seems likely that this need for intensive parental support constitutes an 

important entry barrier to music for those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

Family support was not confined to early and Higher education. For many participants, it remained 

important as they built careers. One interviewee, whose father had also been a professional 

ﾏusiIiaﾐ, ヴefeヴヴed to his paヴeﾐts けuﾐdeヴstaﾐdiﾐg the ┘a┞ of life… The┞げ┗e ﾐe┗eヴ ┘aﾐted ﾏe ﾐot to 

gi┗e ﾏusiI a go thヴough pヴessuヴes aﾐd fiﾐaﾐIial stヴaiﾐsげ ふChヴis, ヲΒ, dヴuﾏsぶ. The potential for parental 

suppoヴt affoヴds uﾐdeヴl┞iﾐg seIuヴit┞. けIf I ┘eﾐt a ﾏoﾐth ┘ithout ﾏakiﾐg aﾐ┞ ﾏoﾐe┞, I kﾐo┘ that I 

┘oﾐげt He li┗iﾐg oﾐ the stヴeets. At the ┗eヴ┞ [┘oヴst] I Iould ﾏo┗e HaIk hoﾏeげ ふDaﾐ, ヲヶ, sa┝ophoﾐeぶ. 

While most did not call on these resources regularly, many had depended on them in the early 

stages of their careers, as they devoted their time to the unpaid labour of building networks. 

Parental support may also be needed in dealing with unexpected contingencies. One participant was 

forced into financial problems after being the victim of car crime, and another had had a regular 

residency cancelled at short notice. Parents, however, are not the only source of support. One of the 

very few interviewees that was engaged referred to his dilemmas between musical objectives and 

the development of a family: 
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けI thiﾐk Iげﾏ goiﾐg to ha┗e to ﾏake saIヴifiIes. Iげ┗e tヴied talkiﾐg aHout it with [my fiancé] but 

she doesﾐげt ┘aﾐt to heaヴ it. “he just sa┞s さ┞ou ﾐeed to do ┘hate┗eヴ ┞ou ﾐeed to doざ. I thiﾐk 

she feels like she doesﾐげt ┘aﾐt to He the oﾐe to ha┗e to ヴeiﾐ iﾐ ﾏ┞ Iaヴeeヴげ ふBヴ┞aﾐ, ヲΒ, Hassぶ 

Familial safety nets enabled many participants to immerse themselves more fully in establishing 

themselves creatively, and to some extent stave off the necessity for regularised work that may 

disrupt this pursuit. Of course, almost all participants found other ways of providing stability- 

typically teaching one or two days per week. But given the importance of family, it is unsurprising 

that various interviewees remarked on the perceived dominance of the jazz scene by people from 

affluent backgrounds. けI ヴeall┞ oﾐl┞ kﾐo┘ oﾐe oヴ t┘o ┘oヴkiﾐg Ilass musicians. Especially in London 

itげs a ┗eヴ┞ ┘hite, ﾏiddle Ilass thiﾐgげ ふHaヴヴ┞, ヲヶ, tヴuﾏpetぶ. “ee also the follo┘iﾐg e┝Ihaﾐge ┘ith “taﾐ 

(33, bass): 

け“taﾐ: I Iaﾐ thiﾐk of ﾐuﾏeヴous e┝aﾏples of jazz ﾏusiIiaﾐs fヴoﾏ ┘ealth┞ faﾏilies. Theヴeげs a 

lot of afflueﾐt さaヴtistざ t┞pes, aﾐd to He hoﾐest I pヴoHaHl┞ Iouﾐt aﾏoﾐg that ﾐuﾏHeヴ. Iげﾏ 

lucky enough that I actually inherited a fair bit of money that I spent on a flat. My dad 

helped me buy the rest of the flat. So I hardly have any outgoings in terms of rent. But I do 

actually earn money from rent by owning the flat. 

Interviewer: That enables you to pursue what you want to do a bit more? 

“taﾐ: Yeah. Theヴe aヴe a lot of ﾏusiIiaﾐs iﾐ that situatioﾐ.げ 

One of the older interviewees (David, 40s, guitar) had taught for many years and described being 

struck by the increasing numbers of students entering the profession from elite private institutions, 

reflecting the expanding provision of jazz education and the codification of an academic jazz syllabus 

(Whyton, 2006). As might be expected from sociological literature linking class background with 

confidence (Filippin and Paccagnella, 2012; Zhang and Postiglione, 2001), David observed a strikingly 

different attitude among these students; more self-assured and, notably for our purposes, more 
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disposed to themselves as artists than with establishing themselves in a staHle けtヴadeげ. Others have 

also noted the importance of educational provision in shaping social capital for jazz musicians (Dowd 

& Pinheiro, 2013). 

Participants were often critical of this state of affairs; the けiﾐsaﾐel┞ ﾏiddle Ilassげ deﾏogヴaph┞ of the 

jazz scene (Mark, 26, drums). One recurrent way in which this criticism manifested was via the 

stereotype of the self-indulgent jazz musician, afforded the luxury of pursuing individual creative 

goals at the expense of the attributes required by more rounded professional musicians: self-

promotion, organisation, and skills such as accurate sight-reading. Maヴk ふヲヶ, dヴuﾏsぶ ヴefeヴs to けthat 

jazz attitude of playing with backs to the audience, playing what they want, you can guarantee their 

paヴeﾐts aヴe ┘oヴth a Hit of ﾏoﾐe┞げ. In this sense, socio-economic background was very closely 

IoﾐﾐeIted ┘ith ﾏusiIiaﾐsげ aHilit┞ to sta┗e off the ﾐeed foヴ staHilit┞ at the appaヴeﾐt e┝peﾐse of 

individual artistic development.  

Our interviews reveal the ambivalence of precarity among jazz musicians. It is often seen as an 

iﾐe┗itaHle Ioヴollaヴ┞ of puヴsuiﾐg a passioﾐ foヴ ﾏusiI that Iaﾐﾐot He satisfied thヴough けﾐoヴﾏalげ ┘oヴk. 

This attitude may strengthen into the belief that, in various ways, the absence of stability is 

something to embrace. This Iaﾐ ヴefleIt stヴikiﾐgl┞ けiﾐdi┗idualistiIげ eleﾏeﾐts, ﾏost ﾐotaHl┞ a Helief iﾐ 

individual self-improvement and ownership of a creative identity. But this embrace should not be 

overstated. Many participants anticipated the need to find stable work later in their lives, although 

they did not always see this as something to look forward to. Hence emerging adulthood, for most 

participants, involves the continuing management of precarity on an individual basis, rather than a 

transition to stability. Very few participants could be said to strive for the latter, even if many saw it 

as integral to adulthood. But, equally important is the fact that this management of precarity is 

highly dependent on sources of security outside work- typically the family. In this sense, structural 

socio-economic divisions are reproduced in the jazz scene despite, or even because of, the 

けiﾐdi┗idualisatioﾐげ ┘ithiﾐ it.  
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Discussion and conclusions 

This article has made three points about the ambivalence of young jazz musicians to precarious 

work. Firstly, they tolerate and even embrace precarity. Secondly, that the boundaries between 

stability and precarity are blurred, as musicians use balanced quantities of stable work to support 

otherwise precarious careers, rather than simply moving from precarity to stability over the life 

course. Thirdly, that their ability to do this is facilitated by socio-economic factors. It remains to 

discuss the implications of these findings. 

Bヴoadl┞, ouヴ ヴeseaヴIh highlights the aﾏHi┗aleﾐIe of けiﾐdi┗idualisatioﾐげ aﾏoﾐg ┞ouﾐg ┘oヴkeヴs. To 

soﾏe e┝teﾐt it is shaヴpl┞ e┗ideﾐt. “oﾏe ヴefeヴヴed to the けﾏeヴitoIヴaI┞げ of ﾏusiI, but only a small 

minority revelled in this competitive element. For the majority, there was a widespread desire to 

develop creative projects outside of regularised work settings, and this led to individuals making 

quite personal decisions about the balance between different sources of work. Our interviews, 

moreover, reveal an important paradox. Many participants were highly critical of capitalist working 

relationships, and fiercely resisted the separation of conception and execution. But this けHoheﾏiaﾐげ 

critique of capitalism renders theﾏ paヴtiIulaヴl┞ けe┝ploitaHleげ uﾐdeヴ Iapitalist ヴules, HeIause it leads 

them to reject the socialisation at work enabling contestation of instability and low pay.  

Clearly, analysis of precarity and the life course make little sense without considering issues of socio-

economic background. Evidently many participants had embraced at least some aspects of 

precarious work, and on some level this reflects individualisation. As noted, among jazz musicians 

we may also speak of a generational divide, with participants tending to encounter older workers 

predominantly in more regimented work environments where collective representation is much 

more strongly rooted (see also Umney & Kretsos, 2013). But family background is arguably more 

important still, with the presence of parents with the wherewithal to support participants through 

education and career-building indicating the continued importance of class. Our qualitative research 

here suggests the hypothesis that we are likely to see an increasing class divide in jazz, as the 
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profession becomes harder and harder for those without these resources to access. Hence our 

participants are not necessarily iﾐ the けpヴeIaヴiatげ: theiヴ ┘oヴkiﾐg li┗es aヴe pヴeIaヴious, Hut the┞ aヴe ﾐot 

けdisaffiliatedげ iﾐ Castellげs ふヲヰヰヰぶ seﾐse. Our research therefore re-emphasises the importance of 

connections between different dimensions of precarity: stability in one realm can throw a very 

different light on precarity in another. 

Finally, our findings are also relevant to wider debates in the creative sectors. They offer a useful 

cross-fertilisation between creative sector studies and wider sociological work on precarity. The 

concept of precarity is evidently of critical importance in creative work, but in the eyes of creative 

workers is likely to have an ambivalent role. It has to be considered in its broadest form, 

encompassing non-work factors, to make sense. Moreover, a key question is the ability of creative 

workers to tolerate potentially unending periods of work precarity, and this constitutes a factor 

limiting working class participation in the arts, as well as going some way to explaining trade union 

weakness in the sector. Beyond broader characterisations of the relative union-unfriendliness of 

younger people, we show that the objectives of unions and young workers in the creative sector- 

specifically their respective views on work stability- may be contradictory. 
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