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This article is a conceptual but empirically grounded exploration of how 
Filipino freelance creatives construct and navigate freelance work. Using 
the sibat (spear) as a metaphor for movement and survival, the paper 
unpacks freelance work as hanapbuhay (livelihood) pursued in the quest for 
kalayaan (freedom). Building from emic narratives of sixteen (16) freelance 
creatives, the paper develops a conceptual model of freedom through three 
movements: Kalayaang Magsibat (freedom to enter), Kalayaan sa Pagsisibat 
(freedom to persist), and Kalayaang Sumibat (freedom to exit). These 
narratives of freelance work reveal a continual negotiation of autonomy under 
precarious conditions. Anchored and interpreted through Bourdieu’s theory 
of field, habitus, and capital, the study reframes freelance work not simply 
as an alternative working arrangement, but as a socially constructed identity 
shaped, performed, and legitimized through everyday discourse, symbolic 
meanings, and survival strategies under capitalist structures. Ultimately, 
freelance work is a state of continuous motion: a lifelong flight toward survival 
and enduring hope.
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At three in the morning, a videographer loads his camera 
equipment into a van he rented to make it to a 7 a.m. shoot in 
Manila. Although he is unsure when payment for this project will 
be released that uncertainty is set aside. Elsewhere, a drag queen 
steps down from the stage just as her set ends. Backstage, she 
counts how much she made in tips while changing into her next 
outfit. These are not exceptional moments, but ordinary scenes 
of everyday life as freelancers in the media and entertainment 
industry who live during the paradox of freedom and precarity. 
These everyday scenes are not simply personal struggles, but 
symptoms of broader political and economic conditions that 
rendered freelance creative labor both indispensable and invisible.

In today’s labor discourse, the word “freelancer” is used to 
refer to a type of worker who is untethered but vulnerable. They 
are autonomous, have control over their own time, and choose 
their own projects and clients, but have no formal contracts, 
benefits, or safety nets. They are “free”, and yet they need to 
keep hustling to stay afloat. Ofreneo (2013) pointed out that the 
flexibilization of work has expanded the informal economy in 
the Philippines. With 70% of the working class now engaged in 
informal work (Cabegin 2022), this shift is no longer a marginal 
phenomenon but a structural transformation. Freelance therefore 
is less individual choice but part of the global movement of labor 
market dynamics toward normalizing precarity. This reflects 
central sociological concerns: the reorganization of labor markets, 
the expansion of informal work, and the ways workers construct 
meaning and survival strategies in the absence of institutional 
protections. By examining freelance work in the Philippine 
creative industries, this study extends these discussions to a 
Global South context, showing how instability and freedom are 
negotiated in ways that resonate with international patterns yet 
remain deeply shaped by local histories, languages, and social 
structures.
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1. THE PRECARITY OF FREELANCE WORK

Existing research tends to group freelance workers together with 
gig workers as well as with independent contractors and even 
self-employed workers (Kazi et al. 2014; Ravenelle 2019; Tacadao 
2019). However, these typologies are rooted in Western economies 
and as such do not fit local contexts (Luik and Aritonang 2022). 
Due to the project-based nature and inherent precarity in their 
work, freelance creatives often fall outside standard employment 
categories. This renders creative freelance workers economically 
productive, and yet part of a hidden workforce. Any attempts to 
enumerate or categorize them collapse under their invisibility 
(Luik and Aritonang 2022; Serafica and Oren 2022). Official 
registries divide the creative sector into several categories yet 
freelance careers cut across these categorizations. A single 
worker may move from film to events, from design to digital 
platforms. How, then, can they register when their very practice 
resists classification and renders them invisible? These overlaps 
reveal how institutional frameworks erase, rather than recognize, 
the complex realities of freelance labor.

This paper uses the concept of the sibat (spear) as it is used 
in everyday language. The colloquial phrases “sibat na ako” and 
“batsi na me” translate to mean to quickly leave, to step out, 
and even to break away. In this sense, sibat already carries the 
connotation of urgency and departure. Freelancing resonates 
with this usage: to enter freelancing is to sibat (leave) the 
stability of regular employment for something less certain but 
more open. By coincidence, the sibat is also a spear, enriching 
the metaphor. Freelance work then becomes a form of  
spear-throwing, where workers must wield their skills and 
strategize in order to survive and attain ginhawa (well-being). In 
this way, the sibat is not only a colloquial term for leaving, but a 
conceptual lens for understanding freelance work not only as a 
struggle but also as strategy and pursuit.

This inquiry comes not just from an academic perspective, 
but from the primary author’s own lived experience of freelance 
work, and from family and friends who also navigate freelance 
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work. Countless conversations and stories shared with freelance 
workers revealed how they saw freedom not as abstract autonomy 
but as a daily negotiation. Thus, there was a need to ask the 
question that formed the central thesis of this research: What 
does freelance work truly mean to those who live it, and how do 
Filipino freelancers make sense of their freedom, their tools, and 
their everyday pursuit of life through work?

Thus, this paper aims to conceptually unpack creative 
freelance work in the Philippines, treating freelance work as 
a socially constructed identity shaped by the tension between 
autonomy and precarity in the Philippine context. This advances 
our understanding of how workers experience and navigate this 
new form of work, extending sociological research on precarious 
employment and broadening the understanding of work beyond 
Western settings. Through this, we can begin to recognize how 
freelance work functions both as an act of flight away from 
traditional employment and an ongoing struggle to claim 
what kalayaan (freedom) truly means within the Philippine  
labor landscape.

2. UNDERSTANDING THE CONCEPT  
OF FREELANCE WORK

This paper operationalizes freelance work not just as an 
occupation, but as a response to structural conditions, a product 
of social meanings, and a site of negotiation between freedom 
and uncertainty.

Understanding freelance work requires engaging with the 
diverse, precarious, and often constrained conditions that shape 
why and how people freelance. Much of this literature remains 
shaped by Global North categories and definitions. While terms 
like “portfolio workers” (Handy 1985 cited in van den Born and 
van Witteloostuijn 2013, 24), “boundaryless workers” (Kazi et 
al. 2014), “platform workers” (Tacadao 2019), and “independent 
contractors” (Ravenelle 2019; Battad 2019) capture aspects 
of their experiences of precarity, they tell us little about how 
freelancers understand and live their work. This gap is evident 
in the Philippines where terms like “raket” (jobs that make quick 
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money), “pakyawan” (piecemeal jobs done in bulk), or “sideline” 
(side hustles) describe casual and contingent work ( Johnston 
2021; Rodino-Colocino et al. 2021) that remain unexplored 
in existing scholarship. Therefore, to completely understand 
freelance work requires moving beyond descriptive labels and 
toward a conceptual unpacking of how Filipino freelancers 
understand and experience their reality.

2.1 CREATIVE WORK  
IN THE GLOBAL NORTH AND GLOBAL SOUTH

This research engages with a wider body of Global South 
scholarship on informality and creative labor in Southeast Asia 
(Indonesia, Singapore, and Thailand) showing how freelancers 
navigate similar tensions between autonomy and structural 
constraints. Freelance work is not exclusive to the Global South, 
but what distinguishes these experiences is institutional and 
structural contexts through which it is legitimized, governed, 
and protected.

In the Global North, freelance work is shaped by different 
forms of institutional mediation. In the United States much 
of the scholarship is focused on platform-based labor where 
workers are dependent on digital marketplaces such as Uber 
and TaskRabbit (Ravenelle 2019; Ravenelle, Kowalski, and 
Janko 2021). In Japan, a new policy protecting freelance workers 
recognizes it as “gyōmu itaku keiyaku” or contractual outsourcing 
(The Japan Institute for Labour Policy and Training 2024). In 
both cases, freelance labor (although still precarious) is visible 
and regulated.

Across much of Southeast Asia, freelance work appears 
instead as a way of navigating the instability of work. The 
International Labor Organization reports that 75.2% of workers 
in this region are in informal employment (Mehrotra 2020), 
which includes 87.0% of youth workers (ages 15–24). Freelancers 
in Indonesia are driven by passion and as a “welfare vehicle,” a way 
to gain short-term financial benefits or to increase their chance 
of securing better employment (Luik and Aritonang 2022, 11). 
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In Thailand, the industry is shaped by structural inequality and 
hierarchy.  The pandemic of 2020 inspired a surge of unionism 
that formed the Creative Workers Union Thailand (CUT), but 
the solidarity these workers displayed was revealed to be only 
temporary as soon as conditions normalized (Promkhuntong 
2025). This reveals the fragility of collective resistance in this 
sector. Contrastingly, Singapore offers a hybrid case where 
creatives experience “bulimic careers” or cycles of boom and bust. 
However, unlike the informal strategies in the Philippines, the 
Singaporean government actively intervenes through policies 
and reforms to moderate these cycles (Ooi 2011). 

Unlike Indonesian workers who embrace an entrepreneurial 
identity, or the solidarity (albeit brief ) in the collective unionism 
displayed by Thai freelancers, and the state mediation in 
Singapore, the Filipino freelance worker relies on a defensive, 
survivalist mentality resting on individual diskarte (strategy) in 
the absence of institutional support (Morales 2017). 

2.2 THE LANGUAGE OF PRECARIOUS WORK

The language of labor does more than echo and describe work; it 
tells stories of how people survive, adapt, and make sense of work 
in an unstable landscape. The vocabulary of freelance life reveals 
the intricacies embedded in their world of work. 

The word “pakyawan” is reflective of the structure of 
freelance work. According to Almario (2021, 2001), this is an 
agreement to finish work within a specified period and for a 
definite amount of money. It refers to bulk-based labor paid 
based on the completion of tasks/output, reflecting work that is 
project-based and contractual. In practice, “pakyawan” is used to 
describe manual labor, especially those done in agriculture and 
manufacturing (Lopez 1977; Brillo et al. 2019; Calica, Galapon, 
and Macaranas 2024; Rodulfo Jr. et al. 2021). 

Another term used to refer to irregular working arrangements 
is “sideline,” referring to “a business or activity pursued in 
addition to one’s regular occupation.”1 While the word itself 
was borrowed from the English language, it has been adopted 
into the Philippine dictionary as “gawain o negosyo bukod sa 
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pangunahing at regular na trabaho” (a job or business aside from 
one’s main and regular work) (Almario 2001; Basbas et al. 2020; 
Heilmann and Ekonen 2022; Sessions et al. 2021). It is framed 
as empowerment and self-direction, but “sideline” functions as a 
mask to compensate for the systemic gaps in access to work and 
availability of social support (Basbas et al. 2020; Heilmann and 
Ekonen 2022; Ravenelle, Kowalski, and Janko 2021; Sessions et 
al. 2021). 

While “sideline” reflects the normalization of compensatory 
labor, the term “raket” reveals a more nuanced mode of informal 
work. “Raket” signals urgency, creativity, and survival unbound 
by structures of time, permanence, and even legality. In Almario 
(2001, 733), “raket” is formally defined as “organisado at ilegal na 
gawàin, gaya ng panghuhuthot” (organized and illegal activities, 
such as profiteering) and “gawàing mabilis na pinagkakakitáhan” 
(jobs that make quick money).2 It is a common term to describe 
side jobs, freelance gigs, or short-term project-based work, 
especially among creative workers in the Philippines. But it also 
implies illicit or morally questionable activity (Kleemans 2007). 
To “rocket” signals motion, urgency, and lift; “to rise up swiftly, 
spectacularly, and with force,”3 which, much like a raket, is fast 
but often unsustainable.

Across these terms (sideline, pakyawan, and raket), we see 
not just various expressions of gig-work and informal labor, but 
fragments of how Filipinos have named, lived, and navigated 
precarity. The fragmented nature of these terms reflect how 
the Filipino experience of freelance work has been shaped by 
overlapping conceptual systems, but none on their own can fully 
encapsulate what it means to labor outside of formal structures. 
Together, these words show that the Filipino vocabulary of 
informal work is expansive, yet still incomplete. The conceptual 
matrix presented in table 1 maps these local terms alongside 
their English equivalents, the orientations of work these present, 
and their relation with precarity.
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Table 1. Matrix of Local Filipino Terms for Informal Work

Local Terms English  
Equivalent

Orientation of 
Work

Relation with  
Precarity

Raket Gig;  
project-based

Opportunistic, 
informal  

network-driven

High volatility of 
income

Pakyaw Piecemeal work Speed and  
volume-driven Risk-shift

Sideline Moonlighting, 
side hustle Compensatory

Economic  
supplement to  

structural limitations

Table 1 demonstrates that Filipino terms for work do not 
simply describe modes of labor but encode distinct orientations 
and different kinds of relationships with insecurity. Among 
the terms used for informal work, raket (gig) captures an 
opportunistic labor that is highly network-driven and volatile; 
pakyaw (piecemeal work) reflects an output-based type of labor 
where the shift of risk to contractors whose labor is driven by 
speed and volume of output; and sideline reflects a compensatory 
labor that intends to cope with the structural limitations of 
formal employment. Together, these terms map a fragmented 
but interconnected concept of labor in the Philippines. 

This conceptual mismatch is why we must return to the 
concept of the “free lance”, breaking the term down to its 
roots—“free-lance-work”—and reconstituting it through the 
concepts of kalayaan (freedom), hanapbuhay (livelihood), and 
pagsisibat (to use the spear). This makes possible a broader, more 
appropriate frame for understanding freelance work in the 
Philippine context.

2.3 KALAYAAN, HANAPBUHAY, SIBAT 

In Filipino, “kalayaan” is defined as “karapatan at kapangyarihan 
ng sinuman na mabuhay at gumawa ayon sa kaniyang niloloob” (the 
right and power of an individual to live and act according to their 
will) (Almario 2001, 406). Kalayaan carries with it many layered 
meanings that stem from the Philippine history of colonization 
and represents more than freedom from colonial rule but the 
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path toward kaginhawaan (Chua 2014). As Gimenez-Maceda 
(1998) notes, kaginhawaan is a state of dignity, order, and well-
being. Our ancestors spoke of freedom not just as comfort and 
relief from pain, but as a life force, a moral and social state rooted 
in dignity, prosperity, and harmony (Chua 2014). Salazar (1998) 
traces the term ginhawa to local Filipino conceptions of well-
being: rooted in breath, appetite, emotion, and the capacity to 
live fully. According to Almario (2021), ginhawa is the ideal 
condition of a person: someone who is healthy, purehearted, 
with a good livelihood, and who is unbounded by life and its 
possibilities. In this framing, to be malaya is not only to be 
unbound or to be free from control; malaya is the presence of 
ginhawa, the ability to live fully, breathe freely with dignity, 
without shame, and beyond limits. 

In the world of freelance work, malaya is a promise. It is a 
promise to have the ability to choose, to create, and to move. 
However, this promise comes with inherent contradictions. 
“Free” is most often a question of schedule: to be free is not 
necessarily to be free from the power or influence of others, but 
to be available for labor. Steyerl (2013) calls this predicament 
“freedom from everything”: Freedom from stable employment, 
support, and security. In this context, malaya ceases to signify 
a state of ease; it becomes a condition of constant hustle amid 
uncertainty. Indeed, what looks like personal agency may 
reflect structural constraints like the experiences of the modern 
istambay (idler) (Batan 2012) who is idled by structural exclusion. 
Likewise, for many freelancers, leaving formal employment is 
less an empowered choice than a survival strategy when formal 
jobs offer no ginhawa. The worker may be “free” in name, but that 
freedom is continuously negotiated under precarious conditions.

Hanapbuhay comes from the words “hanap” (to seek) 
and “buhay” (life), forming a word that speaks to the essential 
act of seeking life itself. It refers not only to the search 
for livelihood but also to “paraan ng pamumuhay” (way 
of life) (Almario 2001, 316, 318). Unlike the regimented 
nature of trabaho (traditional work or employment), 
hanapbuhay is a life-sustaining pursuit toward ginhawa  
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(relief or well-being) (Samaco-Zamora and Fernandez 2016; 
Santos 2020). Hanapbuhay is seen as the means to achieve 
ginhawa, giving work a purpose beyond mere survival (Santos 
2020). Pagsibat or “bailing out” of a job can be a way to escape 
the regimented nature of trabaho. Ultimately, the goal of 
pursuing hanapbuhay is to achieve ginhawa for one’s family 
and community, so the fruits of labor become symbols of love 
and responsibility within the family (Samaco-Zamora and 
Fernandez 2016). Yet, this pursuit is never abstract; it is fought 
for, endured, and negotiated. The pursuit of hanapbuhay must be 
understood not only as an aspiration, but as an embodiment of 
daily struggles for survival. To capture this, we turn to the figure 
of the spear, which resonates both in the Western etymology of 
“freelance” and in the Filipino term “sibat”.

A “free lance” describes a medieval soldier-for-hire who is 
hired for his skill but is not bound by loyalty to any king or 
lord. The word “lance” here refers to a long weapon or “a steel-
tipped spear”4 traditionally used for survival, making it a fitting 
symbol for freelancers’ pursuit of livelihood. In Filipino, the spear 
translates to sibat, defined as “sandatang mahabà at may tulis sa 
dulo” (a long weapon with a sharp tip) (Almario 2001, 806). 
It is a weapon deeply embedded in the country’s indigenous 
traditions. Historically, the sibat was used in both warfare and 
hunting ( Jenks 1905), making it a tool for both protection and 
survival. More than an object, sibat is also an action. In Tagalog, 
“sibat” also has its own playful colloquial forms. One such form 
is “batsi”, a Filipino tadbalik (reverse-Tagalog) variant used to 
mean “kilos na mabilis” (move quickly) or “to scram.” While this 
slang form does not appear in official Filipino dictionaries (such 
as Almario 2001; 2021), it is widely used in online discourse. 
Common expressions such as “batsi na tayo” (let’s leave) or “sibat 
na ako” (I’m leaving), extend the meaning to the act of abrupt 
departure and fast movement (Reyes 2024). When prefixed, the 
meaning expands into motion: pag-sibat (leaving) is a retreat, 
pagsisibat (hunting) is a pursuit. These forms capture the paradox 
of freelance work: It is at once a leaving and a chasing, an escape 
from structure and a striving toward survival.
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2.4 TOWARD A SOCIOLOGY  
OF MALAYANG HANAPBUHAY

It is necessary at this juncture to pause and examine the use of 
the English term “freelance work” itself. The word “freelance” 
emerged from and is supported by traditions of contractual 
freedom or personal autonomy in the Global North. But as 
we have established, work in the Global South is embedded in 
informality and survival. As such, using “freelance work” risks 
misrepresenting local labor realities. It is this conceptual misfit 
that necessitates a shift in vocabulary to integrate local concepts. 
The conceptual map presented in figure 1 is introduced as a 
heuristic tool. 

Figure 1. Concept Map of Free-Lance-Work and Malayang Hanapbuhay

Figure 1 maps the core conceptual elements of Malayang 
Hanapbuhay as a field structured by the concepts of  kalayaan 
(freedom), hanapbuhay (livelihood), and pagsisibat (pursuit) 
which converge in what this paper refers to as Malayang 
Hanapbuhay, translated as “free livelihood”. This map explains 
how amidst the persistent ambient condition of precarity, 
freelance work emerges as a type of labor shaped by kalayaan 
as a collectively imagined promise to work on one’s own terms; 
by pagsisibat as a continuous cycle of entry, pursuit, and exit for 
survival; and by hanapbuhay as the path toward kaginhawaan 
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(the state of well-being). Malayang Hanapbuhay as a term will be 
used interchangeably with freelance work throughout this study 
to foreground a Filipino vocabulary and experience of work at 
the intersection of autonomy and precarity.

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is primarily anchored in Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of 
field, habitus, and capital to explain how Filipino freelancers 
experience and make sense of Malayang Hanapbuhay. To situate 
these dynamics within a broader structural context, Karl Marx’s 
critique of capitalism is used as a springboard, and Peter Berger 
and Thomas Luckmann’s (1966) social constructionism explains 
how meanings shape entry into the field. Together, these 
perspectives provide the tools to address the research questions 
of this study.

Marx reminds us that under capitalism, labor is commodified 
and workers sell their “labor-power” at the cost of losing control 
over their creativity and their products (Marx and Engels 
1988). Labor, instead of being transformative, becomes a way 
to meet outside demands rather than an expression of the 
self. This alienation is particularly true for freelance workers, 
whose livelihoods depend on short-term contracts and market 
fluctuations. Their very survival depends on their ability to 
continuously sell their labor under conditions determined by 
market supply without effective agency to resist or reshape these 
forces (Standing 2014). In this sense, Malayang Hanapbuhay 
is fundamentally contradictory. On the one hand, it promises 
autonomy and self-direction. On the other, it situates freelance 
workers in a precarious field where they are forced to treat their 
products and themselves as commodities.

Drawing on Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) theory, this 
study treats the “freedom” experienced by freelancers as a reality 
constructed through shared discourse and everyday practices. 
This challenges the idea that freelancing is a purely personal 
choice by showing how its meanings are collectively produced. 
However, Berger and Luckmann also underplay the unequal 
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resources that allow some freelance workers the freedom to shape 
meanings more than others. This is where Bourdieu’s framework 
becomes necessary.

Bourdieu sharpens the point and provides the main analytic 
framework for this study. For Bourdieu, social life is organized 
through structured areas where actors compete for resources 
and recognition ( Jenkins 1992). Malayang Hanapbuhay unfolds 
within such a field: freelancers continuously compete for clients 
and opportunities under conditions that they did not choose 
and cannot change by themselves. Within this field, their 
position is determined by their ability to access different forms 
of capital: economic (income and savings), social (networks and 
communities), symbolic (reputation and prestige), and cultural 
(skills and knowledge) (Bourdieu 1982). These capitals shape 
which freelancers have access to certain opportunities or how 
much payment they can command. Inequality in access to 
capital shapes how some can translate autonomy into stability 
while others remain trapped in cycles of precarity. Between the 
field and the capital is habitus, what Bourdieu (1982) defines 
as the “durable, embodied dispositions” freelancers carry that 
guide how they adapt and survive within precarious conditions. 
For Filipino freelancers, this habitus is conditioned by extended 
conditions of precarity and the informal structures of work in 
the Philippines. The result is a habitus that normalizes insecurity 
and exploitation. This does not only determine how well a 
freelancer can compete but also whether they can ever transition 
from insecurity to ginhawa (well-being).

Crucially, this article draws on The Weight of the World: 
Social Suffering in Contemporary Society (Bourdieu et al. 1999) 
to frame freelance work as a form of shared social suffering 
under late capitalism. While freelance workers are not directly 
named in the text, the narratives of workers facing exhaustion, 
abandonment, and internalized precarity mirror the realities 
faced by freelancers in the Philippines. This also shows how when 
domination is symbolically internalized, insecurity is no longer 
resisted, and submission no longer becomes a choice. Through 
the lens of social suffering, Malayang Hanapbuhay emerges not 
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simply as freedom in work but as a reality lived under the weight 
of structural insecurity. 

Together, Marx reveals the structural alienation that plagues 
freelance work, Berger and Luckmann explain how narratives 
within are constructed, and Bourdieu shows how both of these 
are lived and suffered. Malayang Hanapbuhay is thus a life of 
layered realities that no single theory can capture—all at once 
alienated, socially constructed, and unequally distributed.

4. METHODOLOGY

This study followed the necessary ethical standards for 
qualitative research, and all data gathering underwent proper 
ethics screening. All respondents gave informed consent, were 
anonymized, and participated voluntarily. Pseudonyms were 
used to identify the respondents, protecting their identity and 
ensuring their anonymity.

This paper adopts a constructive conceptual approach 
empirically grounded through qualitative interviews (Kosterec 
2016). This approach involves inductively deriving themes and 
categories from qualitative data to build a conceptual model, 
not to test a hypothesis. While the primary aim is conceptual, 
this study seeks to clarify and deepen our understanding of 
Malayang Hanapbuhay as it manifests in the freelance lives 
of Filipino creatives. The analysis in this paper is informed by 
insights drawn from interviews with freelance stage performers 
and videographers. 

The research team adopted a reflexive approach that 
integrated emic and etic perspectives for this research. The 
primary author identifies as an insider, having worked as a 
freelancer in the industry alongside her deep immersion in a 
social network predominantly composed of freelance workers. 
This lived experience provided a nuanced understanding of 
the conditions described by the participants and allowed the 
researchers to move beyond surface-level analysis. However, this 
also presented a potential insider bias. To counter this, the other 
authors provided balancing perspectives as they approached 
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the field as dedicated fans of performance art but without 
professional stakes or employment histories as freelancers. This 
provided the team with etic and emic perspectives that allowed 
for an objective interrogation of data. 

The main inclusion criteria for the respondents were that 
they were Filipino citizens who work in the Philippines, with at 
least one (1) year of experience as a full-time freelance creative, 
or with two (2) years of experience as a part-time freelance 
creative. Insights were collected from sixteen (16) interviews 
through a mixture of online and face-to-face semi-structured 
interviews between August to December 2024 and gathered 
through snowball and criterion-referenced sampling. Rather 
than testing hypotheses, this paper evaluates whether these new 
concepts make sense when read alongside authentic narratives 
and examines how they help explain everyday freelance realities. 
The final output is a set of concepts that connect theory with lived 
experience. The empirical findings in this paper are not meant to 
generalize, but to offer a grounded and usable framework for 
understanding freelance work in the Philippine context.

While the sample size of sixteen (16) respondents is smaller 
than typical inductive qualitative studies, this study emphasizes 
conceptual saturation rather than empirical generalizability. 
Conceptual work in the social sciences plays a crucial role in 
naming, framing, and clarifying phenomena that are either taken 
for granted or under-theorized (Kosterec 2016; Reese 2023). 
In this paper, we build concepts from data (Kosterec 2016) to 
develop a theoretically robust framework for understanding 
the freelancers’ layered and precarious experiences, particularly 
as they navigate the tension between freedom and instability. 
Therefore, the goal is not to gather many cases but to show 
that key themes appear consistently across the stories collected. 
What matters is making these voices visible and comparing 
them side by side to address the limits of the small sample. 
By presenting and analyzing cases side-by-side, the research 
avoids treating each individual interview as an isolated anecdote. 
Instead, it highlights the variety of lived realities and grounds 
the conceptual framework in richly detailed accounts. 
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Table 2. Demographics of Participants

Participant Age Gender Years of 
Experience

Educational 
Attainment

Freelance 
Role Status

DALISAY 27 LGBTQIA+ 2 College Performer Full-
Time

GANDA 26 LGBTQIA+ 3 College Performer Part-
Time

LIWANAG 26 LGBTQIA+ 8 College Performer Full-
Time

LUNINGNING 35 Female 2 High School Performer Full-
Time

BAGSIK 30 LGBTQIA+ 8 Postgraduate Performer Part-
Time

BIYAYA 23 LGBTQIA+ 2 High School Performer Full-
Time

AMIHAN 22 LGBTQIA+ 2 High School Performer Full-
Time

MAYUMI 34 LGBTQIA+ 14 Postgraduate Performer Part-
Time

LENTE 35 Female 12 High School Videographer Full-
Time

SINING 22 Male 7 High School Videographer Part-
Time

OBRA 33 Male 8 College Videographer Full-
Time

GUNITA 32 Female 2 College Videographer Full-
Time

ANINO 33 Male 5 High School Videographer Part-
Time

DALOY 38 Male 5 College Videographer Part-
Time

KIDLAT 33 Male 7 High School Videographer Full-
Time

ULAP 28 Male 8 College Videographer Full-
Time

4.1 THE PARTICIPANTS

Sixteen (16) freelance creative workers from Metro Manila 
who participated in the study, representing diverse fields 
such as drag artistry, dance, photography, videography, social 
media management, and editing. Respondents’ average age is  
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twenty-eight (28) years old, with the youngest being twenty-
two (22) and the oldest being thirty-eight (38), with a near-even 
distribution across early adulthood (22–30) and mid-adulthood 
(30–38). In terms of gender identity, there is a strong LGBTQIA+ 
representation among performers, while male respondents 
dominate the videography field. Educational backgrounds also 
reveal a sharp contrast between the two sectors. 

4.2 DATA ANALYSIS

After the data was collected, interviews ranging from 12 to 40 
minutes long were transcribed between December 2024 and 
January 2025. To ensure reliability, the primary author remained 
mindful of personal experiences in freelancing, using memos to 
separate personal assumptions from participants’ accounts and 
having the other authors regularly cross-check analysis decisions 
for possible bias. Interviews (12–40 min) were transcribed, first 
with online AI tools and then checked manually, and analyzed 
using MaxQDA. Double-coding and memos were used to 

Figure 2. Visual Diagram of Codes and Subcodes Identified through MaxQDA
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ensure consistency across the data set. For inter-coder reliability, 
each of the authors initially coded the transcripts independently, 
then these were re-checked by other authors. Once themes were 
finalized, selected excerpts to be included in the paper were 
translated into English. The thematic analysis revealed emergent 
patterns across demographics, revealing how freelancers construct 
different meanings of Malayang Hanapbuhay (see figure 2).

5. FREELANCER’S EXPERIENCES  
OF MALAYANG HANAPBUHAY

Three conceptual categories of freelance freedom emerged 
through qualitative coding of the interviews: (1) Kalayaang 
Magsibat (freedom to enter the field); (2) Kalayaan sa Pagsisibat 
(freedom to stay in the field); (3) Kalayaang Sumibat (freedom 
to exit the field). These categories are empirically grounded, 
reflecting recurring patterns across diverse freelancer narratives. 
First, Kalayaang Magsibat refers to the initial act of “taking 
up the spear.” Second, Paghubog (forming), Pagpupursigi 
(persisting), Pagkalakal (trading), and Pagtatanggap (accepting) 
together unfold within the ongoing process termed Kalayaan sa 
Pagsisibat, representing the cycle of forming, striving, paying the 
price, and accepting. Third, Kalayaang Sumibat reflects the exit 
from precarity, not necessarily from freelance work itself.

The themes are framed as different kinds of kalayaan because 
these highlight that freedom in the freelance field is not a universal 
starting point but something that must be earned. Kalayaang 
Magsibat is framed as a choice, but only those who can mobilize 
the right forms of capital will gain entry. Once inside, freelancers 
continue to negotiate Kalayaan sa Pagsisibat  as an endless cycle 
of effort and negotiation rather than a static condition. Finally, 
Kalayaang Sumibat reflects another earned possibility: the ability 
to exit precarity. Yet even here, access is unequal. The freedom to 
move on often requires resources and capital that not everyone 
possesses, leaving some trapped in perpetual precarity.

While precarity is often treated as a major theme in studies 
of gig-based work (Ravenelle 2019; Ravenelle, Kowalski, and 
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Janko 2021; Standing 2014), in this paper it did not emerge 
as a stand-alone category. Precarity pervades all stages and 
categories. It was found embedded in the barriers that shape who 
can enter, the everyday decisions of paghubog and pagpupursigi, 
the trade-offs of pakikipagkalakalan,5 and the silences of 
pagtatanggap. Even in the narratives of exit, precarity sets the 
limits of who can truly leave. As Dalisay (27, Performer) put 
it, “I’m a drag queen but I can’t afford to watch drag shows.” 
The irony of this statement captures how deeply precarity has 
been normalized and how freelancers experience positional 
suffering because of it. This highlights how freelancers do not 
act in spite of precarity, but through and because of it. It is within 
this ambient, normalized condition of precarity that Malayang 
Hanapbuhay exists. Therefore, precarity is a necessary condition of  
Malayang Hanapbuhay.

Precarity is not just a necessary condition; they have made 
peace with it. This reflects the internalization of domination: what 
Bourdieu calls symbolic violence, wherein “social domination is 
never more total than when it is totally unconscious” (Bourdieu 
and Passeron 1977, 13 cited in Mander 1987, 433). Precarity 
in this sense has been absorbed so deeply that the “choice” to 
do freelance work feels more natural  and no longer imposed 
(Bourdieu et al. 1999). 

5.1 KALAYAANG MAGSIBAT  
(FREEDOM TO ENTER THE FIELD)

This theme captures the stage where freelancers take their initial 
steps into and make sense of the freelance world. Magsibat, 
which can mean either to hurl the spear or to set-off (in future 
tense), captures the act of throwing oneself into the uncertain 
field of freelance work. This theme highlights how workers are 
even able to enter the freelance world.

For many, entry into freelance work followed two main 
pathways: intentional and circumstantial. Some participants 
entered freelancing intentionally (intensyunal na pagpasok), with 
clear goals and the mindset of treating it as a business venture 
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from the outset. As one videographer emphasized, “I started 
from scratch knowing that I want to turn this into a business” 
(Lente, 35). Similar accounts frame entry into freelance work as a 
deliberate and strategic move often tied to long-term aspirations 
of independence and even entrepreneurship. Others, however, 
described their entry into freelance work as circumstantial 
(sirkumstansyal na pagpasok), where situational factors such as 
having family in the industry, owning tools, or having certain 
skills nudged them into the field. Another videographer shared, 
“I started freelance work because my siblings are in production” 
(Daloy, 38). Here, freelancing is painted less as a planned career 
choice and more as an organic extension of available capital. 

However, not all who wish to enter or to “wield the spear” 
can do so freely. Freelance workers also describe experiencing 
constraints through starting capital and industry norms as early 
as their entry. Without sufficient capital (economic, social, 
symbolic, or cultural), many cannot easily begin. As Ganda (26, 
Performer) explained, practicality often sets the limit: “I’m still 
considering corporate work, but only if it allows me to keep 
doing drag without conflict. That’s my non-negotiable now.” 
This situation illustrates how practical needs and capital shape 
entry. For some, entry only takes a gentle nudge. For others, 
freelancing is a hesitant experiment instead of a secure option, 
while other forms of work remain a fallback. The metaphor of 
magsibat (freedom to enter the field) reveals that even before the 
spear is ever thrown, one must already have the capital to wield 
it. Not everyone can begin the flight, and this unevenness marks 
the very first boundary of Malayang Hanapbuhay.

5.2 KALAYAAN SA PAGSISIBAT  
(FREEDOM TO STAY IN THE FIELD)

Pagsisibat quite literally translates to using the spear or spearing. 
Once freelance workers decide to set foot on the shore, they now 
need to fight for their place in the sun. This theme captures what 
Bourdieu et al. (1999) refer to as “positional suffering”: a state 
of constant effort because their stability in the field is always 
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threatened. Pagsisibat compels workers to subject themselves 
to an endless cycle of striving within the freelance arena 
because the field demands that they remain visible and relevant  
to be employable. 

Kalayaan sa Pagsisibat encompasses four sub-themes that 
unfold as freelancers navigate and negotiate their careers: 
paghubog, pagpupursigi, pakikipagkalakal, and pagtatanggap. 
These themes highlight the paradoxical nature of pagsisibat in 
freelance work. While freelancers gain recognition, exposure, and 
a relevant sense of being through their continued efforts to form, 
persist, trade, and accept, these same efforts also expose them to 
intensified risks in the absence of institutional protections. They 
live under a constant condition where nothing is ever secured, 
only continuously earned.

5.2A PAGHUBOG (FORMING)

Direction is formed, shaped, and sharpened over time through 
paghubog: the continuous labor of mastering skills and curating 
a network to carve a position within the field. Freedom is 
expressed in paghubog through actively pursuing to hone one’s 
craft to become recognized for excellence (paghubog sa husay/
forming career mastery); choosing what knowledge and skills 
they would like to hone and practice (paghubog sa kaalaman at 
kasanayan/forming knowledge and skills); making conscious 
efforts to market themselves (paghubog sa posisyon/forming 
strategic positions); and creating connections and relationships 
that provide job opportunities, support, or referrals (paghubog 
sa ugnayan/forming networks). All of these involve active 
participation. In this expression of freedom, they exercise agency 
by choosing what to learn and whom to connect with. 

For many, this takes the form of pursuing paghubog sa husay. 
One videographer explained, “My personality is that I want to 
focus on one thing and master it, but I also realize there are other 
ways to earn” (Obra, 33). At the same time, others also stressed 
paghubog sa kaalaman at kasanayan as a process of continuous 
learning. As one participant emphasized, “That’s why whenever 
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there’s a workshop like this, I study” (Lente, 35). Unlike mastery 
which implies focus on a particular domain, continuous learning 
highlights breadth and adaptability, being open to learning new 
techniques, tools, and skills to keep them competitive. 

Freelancers also underscored the importance of paghubog sa 
posisyon in the field. This highlights how freelancers deliberately 
position themselves visibly in the market to maximize 
opportunities. One performer shared how they turned to social 
media during the pandemic: “I used TikTok strategically during 
the pandemic to attract students. When I posted class schedules, 
even first-timers showed up at the studio because they discovered 
me online” (Bagsik, 30). Positioning, in this sense, is about how 
freelance workers brand themselves and promote their work so 
that potential clients can find them.  In contrast, paghubog sa 
ugnayan emphasizes the cultivation of long-term professional 
relationships that can sustain work over time. Unlike positioning 
which is more oriented toward visibility, forming networks is 
more relational. Relationships in this category are built on 
mutual trust and reciprocity. As one performer recalled, “I started 
getting gigs from the bar I used to work at. But after [show title], 
I was able to branch out by getting invites from queer spaces, 
schools, weddings, even bachelorette parties” (Mayumi, 34). 
Freelancers cultivate healthy relationships with their networks 
because opportunities also flow from the social ties they make. 

Together, these accounts suggest that the process of paghubog 
is not passive. Instead, it is an ongoing and active negotiation 
of mastery, continuous learning, positioning, and forming 
relationships. Freedom is expressed in the ability to choose what 
to learn, how to learn, where to position oneself, and with whom 
to connect with.

5.2B PAGPUPURSIGI (PERSISTING)

Alongside developing skills, freelancers must find reasons to 
stay in this precarious field. Pagpupursigi reflects the secondary 
motivations that anchor them when times get tough and sustain 
them in their day-to-day struggles. Compared to the proactive 



87Kalayaan, Hanapbuhay, and Pagsisibat

strategies of paghubog, pagpupursigi is quieter. It is less about 
making deliberate moves and more about holding on. If in 
paghubog  they are depicted as taking charge and planning their 
next move, pagpupursigi is active persistence. This then shows 
freelancers enduring the weight of precarity and quietly finding 
reasons to continue. Compared to paghubog, pagpupursigi is less 
active but not passive. It is a different kind of agency rooted in 
persistence instead of action. Freelancers do not always push 
forward with grand strategies. Sometimes they simply keep 
going because of their anchors.

At the heart of pagpupursigi is kalayaan. Freelance  workers 
persist because freelancing gives them a kind of freedom that 
other jobs do not always allow. As Gunita (32, Videographer) 
shared, “When will I ever have flexibility? The plans I have for 
my life, when will they happen? When I retire? Is that when I’ll 
finally get the money, the time with my family? So, I decided 
to take a risk.” For freelancers, this freedom makes persistence 
worth it, and it shows up in different anchors that keep them 
going every day.

The anchors of pagpupursigi take on different forms: (1) kita 
(monetary gains); (2) pamilya (family); (3) paglago (growth); (4) 
benepisyo (perks). Kita is the economic anchor. The money they 
earn on projects, unstable as they are, keep freelancers tied to the 
field. Lente (35, Videographer) explained, “What I earn in a day 
or maybe in one event is just around 5K? 7K? That’s already with 
expenses deducted. That’s my take-home pay.” Pamilya functions 
as a relational anchor that justifies their persistence through their 
responsibilities and obligations to their own families. Mayumi 
(34, Performer) put it simply, “It helps me—like it feeds my soul, 
and it feeds my cat, and it feeds the people in my household.” 
Paglago works like a developmental anchor. They stay because 
they see themselves growing and learning as long as they are 
in the game. Ulap (28, Videographer) said, “My learning hasn’t 
ended. It’s something that happens every day. You have to learn 
every day.” The benepisyo enjoyed by freelancers serves as a 
symbolic anchor. Perks like experiencing new food, getting to 
travel to new places, and even being recognized for their work 
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offer freelancers a sense of being appreciated and validated. As 
Ganda (26, Performer) shared, “I get to work with established 
artists; and I’ve had my works featured on TV. . . . Some of my 
pieces were shown on [TV show].” 

Pagpupursigi therefore is sustained economically, relationally, 
developmentally, symbolically, and affectively. While freelance 
work remains precarious, the participants continue to endure 
this because in return for their freelance work is freedom.

5.2C PAKIKIPAGKALAKAL (TRADING)

While they persist in the name of kalayaan, this freedom comes 
at a cost. Pakikipagkalakal refers to the trade-offs and sacrifices 
freelancers make to remain in the game. This is where we look 
at what is paid, what is sacrificed, what is risked, and what is 
silently endured in exchange for being malaya. In claiming space 
as “free” workers, they constantly decide what they are willing 
to give up. Compared to the previous themes, pakikipagkalakal 
is active bargaining. Freelancers consciously bargain with their 
resources and willingly sacrifice their bodies, their tools, their 
silence to remain in the game. 

The anchors of this trade take many forms. Their katawan 
(body) is traded off, worn down by the demands of work. As 
Liwanag (26, Performer) shared, “Constantly inhaling makeup 
and wearing corsets and stockings harms my body. But when 
health issues come up, who’s going to cover the cost.” Their 
bodies are pushed to endure strain without the safety nets 
provided by formal employment. Freelance workers also trade 
their kasangkapan (tools). The tools of their craft become 
collateral. Instead of buying stable assets from their economic 
gains, they purchase temporary lifelines in the form of equipment 
they can use to acquire more work. These gadgets and equipment 
are often liquidated when money runs short or when they need 
to buy new equipment to maintain a competitive advantage for 
themselves. For instance, Obra (33, Videographer) explained, 
“I’m not afraid to upgrade because I see gear as an investment. 
I sell it when emergencies come up, then repurchase when new 
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projects arrive. It’s a cycle.” Their katahimikan (silence) is also 
part of the bargain. To secure gigs, they suppress their own 
complaints and hold back from asserting themselves. As Anino 
(33, Videographer) admitted, “If you’re hard to work with and 
don’t follow what the client wants, no one will teach or hire you.” 
Keeping quiet becomes a strategy for survival as being labeled 
“difficult” risks future projects.

Their bodies, their tools, and their voices are all traded off 
because kapanatagan (stability) is absent. The lack of stability 
forces freelance workers into cycles of sacrifice where autonomy 
is paid for with exhaustion, debt, and silence. Through these 
trade-offs, we see the internal logic of freelancing: Kalayaan is 
never free. Every bit of autonomy is paid for in the currency of 
labor, health, money, or silence. 

5.2D PAGTATANGGAP (ACCEPTING)

If pakikipagkalakal shows how freelancers actively bargain away 
parts of themselves to remain in the field, pagtatanggap shows what 
happens once the fight itself fades. This is where pakikipagkalakal 
ends and pagtatanggap begins. Over time, the repeated absence of 
protections and support create a state of kakulangan (inadequacy) 
freelancers can no longer contest. With no laws to cover them, 
no social safety nets to rely on, and no institutions to defend 
their rights, they begin to accept that precarity is simply the 
normal condition of freelance life. As Gunita (32, Videographer) 
explains, “You have to accept rejection and insults. There’s no 
law protecting us. So if something goes wrong, you’re on your 
own. That’s why I don’t recommend freelancing; not everyone 
can handle this.” Pagtatanggap therefore is the state of accepting 
one’s conditions and ceasing to fight them.

This kakulangan leads them to passively accept their working 
conditions (kondisyon). As Liwanag (26, Performer) explained, “I 
can survive, but not grow. It’s enough to get by, but not enough 
to improve my life.” Yet, they stay. They also absorb the negative 
social stigma (pagtingin) associated with their craft. Obra (33, 
Videographer) shared, “There are church photographers who 
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just show up uninvited and sell shots for 50 PHP [0.83 USD6]. 
So people think, ‘Ah, that’s all these photographers can earn.’” 
Finally, they slip into silence (pananahimik). Unlike the strategic 
silence (katahimikan) in the previous theme, this is a resigned 
quiet. Instead of keeping their opinions to themselves as a way 
of gaining clients, this is a learned habit of compromise. As 
Mayumi (34, Performer) said, “I’ve learned not to complain. I’ve 
always compromised. Sometimes what you want isn’t meant for 
you, and you just accept what comes.” 

Pagtatanggap resonates with observations by Ravenelle 
(2019) of freelancers’ quiet resignation to instability. However, 
the framing in this study highlights how sacrifice hardens and 
turns into a habit over time. Kakulangan stops being seen as 
unfair and instead is normalized and understood as “just the 
way things are.” Pagtatanggap reflects the slow violence that 
chips away at freelance workers’ active participation in their own 
labor, effectively alienating freelancers from the value of their 
own products, from their own value as creatives, and even from 
other freelance workers. This is the depth of the normalization of 
precarity in freelance work: Workers stop resisting not because 
they agree or their conditions have improved but because fighting 
feels pointless. 

5.3 KALAYAANG SUMIBAT  
(FREEDOM TO EXIT THE FIELD)

After honing skills, persisting through challenges, trading 
away comforts, and ultimately accepting harsh realities, the 
final expression of freedom appears as Kalayaang Sumibat: the 
freedom to exit the field. In the spear metaphor, pagsibat means 
to throw the spear far away or to leave. Here, it signifies breaking 
away from precarity itself. It is the final expression of kalayaan 
through achieving ginhawa.

Interviews revealed that many freelancers carry a quiet 
understanding that they cannot stay freelancers forever. The 
resources they gather, the skills they sharpen, and the networks 
they build are treated as a launchpad toward something more 
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stable. They attain consciousness of the cycle and their dreams 
shift from surviving day-to-day to building something lasting. 
They begin to understand that true kalayaan is not just about 
surviving precarity; it is about thriving beyond it and achieving 
lasting ginhawa beyond Malayang Hanapbuhay. 

The pathways of exit vary. Some pursue paglipat (transfer) 
or shifting toward new investments: buying property, venturing 
into non-freelance industries, or starting over in a new 
country as part of settling into a more stable life. Daloy (38, 
Videographer) who invested his freelance earnings shared, “My 
girlfriend and I bought land even though we weren’t married 
yet. Our investments went directly to that property.” Others seek 
exit through trabaho, using stable jobs to anchor their income. 
This can either manifest in transitioning to full-time work or 
downgrading from being full-time to part-time freelancers. 
Kidlat (33, Videographer) who has a part-time 9-to-5 job 
explained, “I consider my regular employment as passive income 
because it is stable. But for bigger earnings, I rely on freelance 
projects.” For many freelancers, however, the most sought form 
of pagsibat (leaving) is entrepreneurship. It is the dream that fuels 
years of unstable gigs: owning a dance studio, a video production 
house, a wig rental business, or any venture that would allow 
them to become their own boss. Bagsik (30, Performer) shared, 
“My long-term goal is to build my own studio. Once you have a 
studio, you can do a lot.” Here, kalayaan transforms from flexible 
schedules and picking clients to the full ownership of one’s labor, 
time, and future. In each case of exit, the act of leaving is not a 
simple retreat. It is a culmination of the freedom they worked so 
hard to claim.

It is important to note, however, that sibat (leaving) is not 
achieved by all freelance workers. Many go through the process 
of pagsisibat indefinitely, never seeing a need to leave the industry. 
This is why the prelude to pagsibat or the paghahanda sa pagsibat 
(preparation for exit) matters. It represents the turning point 
when freelancers begin to see their years of hustling as not an 
end in itself but as a preparation for something beyond.	
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Yet, just as entry into freelancing is uneven, so too is the 
possibility of exit. While some imagine entrepreneurship or 
traditional work as pathways toward stability, not all who 
attempt this transition succeed. Lente (35, Videographer) 
shared how opening a studio that was meant to be her way out 
of precarity only added new burdens, “When I started my own 
studio, I think it only added to my problems. It was like I created 
new problems for myself.” What she hoped would bring stability 
instead created new problems, eventually pushing her back into 
freelancing. Her story shows that even leaving requires capital: 
funds to sustain a business, networks to attract clients, and the 
runway to survive early losses. Without these, the sibat (spear) 
stalls mid-flight. In this way, exit is not a simple act of choice 
but another site where inequality plays out. Similar to how not 
everyone can wield the spear to enter, not everyone can throw it 
far enough to escape. The freedom to leave is conditioned by the 
same structures of capital that shaped entry, reminding us that 
Malayang Hanapbuhay is bounded not only at the beginning but 
also at the end.

6. DYNAMIC NEGOTIATIONS  
FOR MALAYANG HANAPBUHAY 

The Magsibat-Pagsisibat-Sumibat themes reveal that Malayang 
Hanapbuhay is not simply about being free. It is about having 
the socially conditioned choice to enter freelance work, the labor 
to shape one’s own identity within it, and the uneven ability to 
leave when the time feels right. Malayang Hanapbuhay is not a 
passive state; it is an actively negotiated condition of preparing 
to exit.

Kalayaang Magsibat shows that entry into freelance work 
is guided by shared norms and collective knowledge. Freedom 
to enter is filtered through learned thresholds of legitimacy and 
survival. This concept is central to Bourdieu’s (1982) critique of 
the idea of a purely personal choice, arguing that what appears 
as free will is often shaped by one’s position in the social space.  
Kalayaang Magsibat is therefore reinforced by Bourdieu. The 
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distinction between “intentional” and “circumstantial” entry 
reflects this: Those who choose freelancing intentionally rely 
on accumulated capital and habitus, while those who enter 
circumstantially rely on existing networks and limited options. 
In both cases, the decision is less a leap of personal freedom and 
more a maneuver within socially structured constraints.

Kalayaan sa Pagsisibat captures the everyday work of sustaining 
freedom. Through paghubog, pagpupursigi, pakikipagkalakal, and 
pagtatanggap, they construct freedom under constraint. This 
reveals the central paradox: Freedom is not given; it is labored 
for. Freelancing becomes a daily negotiation between autonomy 
and precarity, where even “free” work demands constant self-
justification. These stages show a spectrum of action: Paghubog 
represents active participation where freelancers deliberately 
shape their skills, positions, and networks. Pagpupursigi reflects 
active endurance anchored on income, family, growth, and 
passion. Pakikipagkalakal is the active bargaining of their own 
bodies, tools, and voices because stability is absent. Pagtatanggap 
reflects their passive acceptance of the quiet normalization of  
the conditions that come with freelance work as simply part of 
the job. The unconscious but cyclical depiction of this section 
of the framework shows no clear endpoint and is therefore 
indefinitely extended. One’s standing is repeatedly, endlessly 
measured against shifting standards; and one’s success is framed 
as the outcome of individual perseverance instead of structural 
exclusion. Further, what appears as acceptance (pagtanggap) also 
indicates how domination has become total simply because it is 
no longer consciously felt and submission now feels more natural. 
Thus, what is presented as freedom and choice is actually lived 
submission to a condition of ongoing deprivation where dignity 
and stability are perpetually out of reach.

Finally, Kalayaang Sumibat represents the decision to leave 
not just from freelancing but from the conditions that define 
it. Like entry, leaving is socially shaped; freelancers realize that 
malaya (free) does not always lead to ginhawa (well-being). 
Exit takes many forms: returning to traditional work (trabaho), 
starting a business (negosyo), or shifting paths (paglipat). Even 
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after leaving, however, stability is not guaranteed. Freelancers 
may leave one form of precarity only to confront another, 
showing that true ginhawa remains a continuous pursuit rather 
than a final destination. In Bourdieu’s view, however, even the 
“decision to exit” is not a purely free act. It is guided by habitus. 
Freelancers weigh whether their experiences, skills, and the 
reputation they have built can be transformed into something 
more stable. Those who exit without sufficient capital encounter 
the same precarity elsewhere or even return to freelance work. 
This is why ginhawa remains a continuous pursuit: Its promise, 
like the notion of freedom itself, is never final; it is always shaped 
by what is socially possible.

While Bourdieu reminds us that choices are never made 
in a vacuum, this does not mean that action is meaningless or 
that hope is false. Freelancers still make decisions, build lives, 
and pursue meaning within the limits of what is possible. It 
is in this everyday struggle, in the tension between constraint 
and aspiration, where freedom becomes real not as absolute 
autonomy, but as a lived, negotiated experience. Malayang 
Hanapbuhay emerges not as pure autonomy but as a life lived 
within a web of social constructions. 

Where the Malayang Hanapbuhay conceptual map (figure 1) 
offered a structural lens for understanding freelance labor under 
precarity, the sibat (spear) framework (see figure 3) reinforces 
and animates this structure, using the empirical data gathered 
to reveal how these concepts are lived as cycles of movement, 
struggle, and adaptation.

Figure 3. The Sibat Framework
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This sibat framework visually depicts the journey of freelance 
workers as a dynamic and socially constructed movement, 
anchored in the metaphor of the sibat (spear). The three phases: 
magsibat (to enter), pagsisibat (to sustain), and sumibat (to exit) 
depicted here are not isolated stages but interrelated moments in 
a continuous cycle.

Empirically, the sibat framework tightens the earlier map 
by confirming that the concepts of kalayaan, hanapbuhay, 
and pagsisibat reflect the concept of freelance work in the 
Philippines. Kalayaang Magsibat marks how the point of entry 
into freelance work is conditioned by accumulated capital. 
Kalayaan sa Pagsisibat follows as the active formation (paghubog), 
endurance (pagpupursigi), trade-offs (pakikipagkalakal), and 
acceptance (pagtanggap) that determine whether the spear falters 
or continues to fly. Kalayaang Sumibat emerges as the attempt 
to transition to different fields using whatever capital has been 
accumulated through the spear’s flight. Yet, this exit is never 
guaranteed to lead to stability, and those who return to the field 
re-enter the cycle again.

Theoretically, the spear represents not just a tool but an 
evolving relationship between the freelancer and the world they 
navigate. The rotating path within the framework, shown as 
spiraling movements around the sibat, symbolizes that freelancing 
is not a linear journey but a cyclical process. Each phase feeds 
into the next: the conditions of entry shape the struggles of 
staying; the outcomes of staying determine the possibilities of 
exit; and failed or partial exits also shape the terms of re-entry. 
It is a visual representation of the cycles of struggle, adaptation, 
and negotiation in freelance work, flying in a continuous cycle 
played out across time. Each return changes the weight of the 
sibat; and each new throw carries a different risk. In this sense, 
Malayang Hanapbuhay unfolds not as simple freedom (malaya) 
in livelihood (hanapbuhay), but as the ongoing work of creating 
momentum. It is the repeated work of pulling back, gathering 
force, releasing, missing, hitting the target and trying again. 

Finally, this also frames freelance work as a form of shared 
social suffering. Following Bourdieu et al. (1999), social suffering 
includes the subtle, often invisible suffering born of one’s 
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position in a social hierarchy (positional suffering). Freelancers 
collectively endure, and share, the symbolic violence of a system 
that promises freedom but delivers insecurity. In this context, 
the “freedom” touted in “free lance” becomes almost ironic in 
the sense that the promise of autonomy also exists alongside 
the pressure to continuously perform, self-market, and absorb 
risk. As the unstable systems of formal employment fail to offer 
ginhawa, more and more individuals will be pushed toward 
freelance work not as a way to seek liberation but as a strategy to 
survive. The resulting condition is permanent striving, one where 
success and failure are framed as results of individual efforts or 
of personal faults. This framework reveals freelance work not as 
freedom from suffering but as its contemporary form.

7. THROWING THE SPEAR AGAIN: 
IMPLICATIONS FOR MALAYANG HANAPBUHAY 

This research established that Malayang Hanapbuhay is not 
merely autonomy in work or labor for income, but the freelance 
workers’ freedom to strategize (diskarte) their pursuit of dignity 
within such precarious conditions. In the end, freelance work 
unpacks as kalayaan that is  promised but never fully secured, 
hanapbuhay that is continually rebuilt through effort and 
risk, and pagsisibat as the repeated act of throwing oneself 
forward to survive, endlessly hoping to achieve ginhawa that is  
never guaranteed.

While this framework provides a conceptual lens for 
understanding Malayang Hanapbuhay, it is explicitly limited to 
the lived experiences of freelance performers and videographers 
in Metro Manila. The researchers acknowledge that the dynamics 
described might differ in other freelance sectors, including 
creative work in other industries and online platform-enabled 
freelance work. For instance, the trade-offs in online platform-
enabled freelance work such as virtual assistants may be different 
from those in the media and entertainment industry as the 
former is more reliant on algorithms and app ratings (like those 
for TikTok) rather than personal relationships and reputation 
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among networks. Future research can build on these foundations 
by examining other freelance sectors beyond the creative field, 
exploring how the meanings of freedom, precarity, and ginhawa 
(wellness) can shift or if the sibat metaphor will hold across 
different industries, demographic groups, and environments. 

Recognizing that freelance “freedom” is hard-won and 
unequal suggests that there is a need for interventions that focus 
on leveling the playing field for those who would like to enter, 
those who are already playing, and those who would like to exit. 
For instance, a possible intervention could be providing accessible 
skills training, financial management, business seminars, and even 
spaces to form networks for those who need them. While these 
interventions may not be the general solution that can ease all 
the freelance creatives’ worries, this helps freelance creatives inch 
closer to the target of ginhawa. After all, Malayang Hanapbuhay is 
not the perfect strike of a single spear, but the relentless, hopeful 
act of aiming, throwing, and sometimes picking up another sibat 
to try again.

FIGURES

1 Concept Map of Free-Lance-Work and Malayang Hanapbuhay

2 Visual Diagram of Codes and Subcodes Identified through MaxQDA

3 The Sibat Framework

TABLES

1 Matrix of Local Filipino Terms for Informal Work

2 Demographics of Participants

NOTES

1 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “sideline,” accessed April 2, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sideline.

2 Other definitions of “raket” also include “malakas na ingay lalo na iyong 
nakabubulabog o nakabubulahaw” (loud noises especially those that 
cause disruption or disturbance); “mapanlinlang na gawain at katulad” 
(fraudulent acts and the like); and “pinagkakakitaan” (source of income) 
(Almario 2001, 733).
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3 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “rocket,” accessed April 4, 2026, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/rocket.

4 Merriam-Webste.com Dictionary, s.v. “lance,” accessed April 4, https://
www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/lance.

5 The term “pagkalakal” and “kinakalakal” as it appears in Figure 2 and 
“pakikipagkalakalan” as used here all refer to trade/commerce.

6 Conversion based on the exchange rate at the time of data collection, 
where 1 USD was approximately 56–58 PHP.
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