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“One step, one punch, one round at a time.”  

 This quote did not come from an author or a philosopher. It came from Rocky 

Balboa in “Creed” while he was encouraging the protagonist to train for the fight of 

his life. Consequently, I took this quote to heart in everything that I do. And in 

everything I stand for.  

 The precept, “safeguarding of liberty and nurturing prosperity under the rule 

of law,” means that liberty and prosperity must exist together. One is nothing without 

the other. Just like in boxing and as Mr. Balboa put it, a step and a punch are needed 

to survive a round. However, not all punches are thrown and not all steps are taken 

in one round. We still take it a phase after another. We take care of liberty, and we 

take care of prosperity, one round at a time. We adjust according to the “rules” of 

the game or to what the law provides. And we also adjust according to how hard the 

opponent hits us or how difficult the situation might be. We safeguard liberty and 

nurture prosperity a generation after the other while embracing changes in society 

and the law.  

“I wanted to become a superhero.” 

 Entering law school was one of the biggest decisions I had to make. As if the 

entrance exam was not hard enough, everything that comes after it are much more. 

In every law school, the first question they ask us is, “why do you want to become a 

lawyer?” They say that our answer to that question should be ingrained in our minds 

because that will help us survive.  

 My eight-year-old self can give you an answer. Like most parents, mine 

always hoped I will be someone great. As an only child, they have always wanted 

me to do great things that none of us would imagine. I cannot tell you that “I have 

always wanted to become a lawyer ever since I was child.” No, I wanted to be a 

superhero. Maybe, I entered law school because a part of me still thinks that I can 

be a heroine. I entered law school because I wanted to help.  

“Why is it ignorance of the law excuses no one?”  

 I have always loved learning especially about things I never knew. Learning 

helps me understand why the world revolves and why the people in it rove a certain 

way.  



But learning also makes me think how privileged I am to have all these 

resources at my disposal. With law school delving further into the online setup, it 

has become convenient for us to do our research on topics and jurisprudence 

assigned in class. This makes we wonder - how about those who do not have access 

to information?  

“Ignorantia legis non excusat” is a popular phrase we learn in our first day in 

Criminal Law I. Article 3 of the Civil Code also provides that, “[i]gnorance of the 

law excuses no one from compliance therewith.”1 According to Professor Tolentino, 

without this principle, prevalent evasion of law and failure to administer justice will 

result.2 Law violators could easily invoke ignorance of the law to avoid penalty.  

While some scholars, like Professor Tolentino, enumerate the results of 

removing the legal maxim, they, however, do not deny that there is ignorance. 

Citizens are sometimes not aware of the existence of law or if they are, the laws, 

however, were drafted in a confusing manner that more often, courts are called upon 

to construe them.3 Professor Tolentino, however, explained that mistake in difficult 

questions of law may be given the same effect as mistake of fact which is an excuse 

against criminal liability as illustrated in the case of Ah Chong.4 This means that in 

some instances, the Court excused an individual because it recognizes the confusion 

or the ignorance of a citizen as to the true meaning of the law.  

Still, the absolute ignorance of the law which cannot be excused. However, I 

believe that “absolute ignorance” of the law should be excused in certain instances. 

Not everything is inherently wrong and not everyone has access to the law.  

Criminal law has divided crimes into two (2) classifications, malum in se and 

malum prohibitum. On one hand, mala in se are in themselves wrong such as murder, 

theft or robbery, and rape. Mala in se goes against the inherent good in every human. 

On the other hand, mala prohibita are not inherently wrong but there exist laws 

which forbid them. It is only “wrong” because the law says so. Dan M. Kahan, in 

his article in the Michigan Law Review, enumerated the following laws that are not 

inherently wrong or violative of social norms, but breach of these laws would result 
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to penalties, such as: highly technical rules in business and banking, transportation, 

and taxation.5  

Narasimhan in his article in the Indian Law Institute wrote that absolute 

ignorance of the law should be excused when there is absolute lack of publication, 

when centuries old laws were overturned without people knowing, or when there is 

constant change in rules.6 Ignorance of the law may also result from an individual’s 

characteristics. Edwin R. Keedy, for his article in the Harvard Law Review, stated 

that individuals should be exercised for their absolute ignorance of the law because 

of lack of discretion due to age, lack of ability to comprehend, or lack of opportunity 

to consult a counsel.7 Thus, “absolute ignorance” of the law, resulting from lack of 

access to the law and lack of opportunity to consult those knowledgeable should be 

excused in cases of mala prohibita and highly technical rules.  

The following example should illustrate the consequences of not excusing 

absolute ignorance of the law. Donny is the eldest of four (4) siblings. Donny and 

his family, together with a small community, lived in isolation. To sustain their daily 

living, Donny cultivates their land and anything he harvests in the area are kept for 

his family. Farming was the only thing Donny knew since he never had a formal 

education. He continued to farm the area where his family is staying despite the 

death of their parents. One day, Donny decided to travel further to check if he could 

farm other areas for their food. Donny brought his bolo with him. However, while 

looking for other farm areas, Donny reached the town wherein elections are being 

held. Because of the prohibition to carry deadly weapons near polling precincts, 

unless authorized in writing by the Commission on Elections, Donny was 

apprehended for carrying his bolo.8  

Donny had no access to the law nor did his community gave him any 

opportunity to learn the law. The violation of the COMELEC gun ban is mala 

prohibita. Even if Donny did not know that there was such law or what it meant, it 

would not matter, and his siblings will be left with no guardian as he faces his 

criminal liability.  

“Education should be for everyone.”  

 This brings me to my advocacy. While we work on providing access to 

publication of law, as a future member of the legal profession, I advocate for legal 
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literacy because I believe that education should be for everyone. If Donny and his 

community were educated about the COMELEC gun ban, Donny’s siblings would 

still have their parental figure.  

 What is legal literacy? In the explanation given by Fatema Rashid Hasan, she 

stated that, “[l]egal literacy is often advocated as a means of realizing the formal 

rights guaranteed by law.”9 Through promotion of legal literacy, the lack of 

awareness of the law by disadvantaged groups is cured with the hopes of reducing 

the effects social and economic inequality they suffer. As they become educated with 

their rights, the groups would be in a more comfortable position to enforce their 

rights and to call for the reformation of laws which affect them.10 

 As a student of law, I know how hard it is to understand certain provisions of 

the law. There are laws, especially those in commercial law, that I will have to read 

thrice before I can fully grasp what it means. If someone like me who has the access 

to resources is still confused, we can only imagine those who are unaware of what 

the law truly provides.  

“At some point, everyone is at the disadvantage.”  

 With globalization and the rise of technology, one would assume that 

information is just at the tip of everyone’s hands. It is true for some people. For those 

who have access, they should still be wary. While information can be easily 

obtained, it is also easily revised. At some point, everyone is at the disadvantage.  

 Misinformation has become more rampant today, which is ironic. Statements 

dressed as “facts” can be easily verified but some chose to just believe wherever they 

end through scrolling. This is just as bad as when the law is inaccessible. With false 

information, we learn nothing. We can never be sure of our rights and more 

importantly, we can never be sure how to invoke and enforce them. We will all be 

left in a state of idleness. We will never prosper into something more.  

“Maybe, I was born to become a superhero.”  

 Superheroes are known for their strengths. In my stay in law school, I have 

met people with computer-like brains who can process information easily as they 

read them or those who can “screenshot” knowledge as fast as they were assigned. 

But what is my greatest strength? Perseverance.  

 One of my biggest mistakes during my first year in law school is comparing 

my progress with others. I envied those who can complete the materials assigned in 
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their first try. I always took my time to read because I wanted to be sure of what I 

learn. My motto has always been, “slow and steady wins the race.” Even if other 

students are able to juggle more than I can, I have always persevered. I always 

remain dedicated to my craft and studied everything that I can with no page left 

unturned. Maybe, I was born to become a superhero.  

 Like Rocky said, “one step, one punch, one round at a time.” In pursuing my 

advocacy, it is important that we start somewhere. No matter how small the effort 

is, it will bring us to our goal. As a law student, I am only as good as how much I 

prepare. If I am not prepared, I am not ready to become something more. I can start 

by being a good law student – by diligently preparing for my daily grind and 

examinations. I have to learn the law; otherwise, how am I supposed to advocate for 

literacy if I am illiterate too.  

 Besides learning about the law, I should also pay attention to how my 

professors conduct their lectures. I can mimic the techniques that they use to catch 

people’s attention. How did they make me understand the topics assigned? How do 

they process a legalist information and transform them into something that a layman 

can understand? This takes practice and a way to do so is through a scholarly 

discourse with my classmates. If I am sure of what I learned, I share what I know 

when asked and I also share my materials which helped me process the information 

better. This hones my skills to become a professor one day.  

This brings me to how I can practice my advocacy in the legal profession. 

With so much admiration for my law professors, I also want to become one someday. 

I want to teach eager students of the law. With proper information disseminated, 

more rights are safeguarded, more people know the opportunity that they have under 

the law. But learning is not confined within the four (4) corners of our classrooms. 

Both those with and without access to information should be taught what the law has 

in store for them. Efforts have been made in social media to teach people about what 

the law provides, and I could always chime in as part of my duty to disseminate 

proper legal information. A person who remains silent is as worse as someone who 

spreads misinformation.  

Besides teaching law students and active social media goers, we should not 

forget people like “Donny.” We cannot justify their lack of knowledge because of 

their isolation. We have to bring the law to them. If they do not have access to 

information, we give them the best mode of instruction that will safeguard their 

rights, their liberty. With more knowledgeable students, reforms are possible. 

Confidence arises because they are finally brought within the circle. They feel 

included and cared for and they feel more assertive as they are finally aware of their 



powers. Discourse is inevitable and significant improvements in our law is just an 

icing on the cake.  

“A dream that is possible.”  

 Being greedy is never good. While both liberty and prosperity are important, 

we can only do so much one generation at a time. In my example, if Donny knew 

how to safeguard his liberty, his family would have enjoyed prosperity. If Donny 

was knowledgeable, he would be enjoying his freedom and he and his family would 

be able to explore more options for their farming which could give them their 

sustenance.  

 However, this does not conclude the “game.” It was just like one of the few 

rounds in the game Mr. Balboa loved so much.  

First, for Donny’s generation, it would have been sufficient to teach them 

about the possible crimes that are considered mala prohibita and the opportunities 

that they could utilize to grow their farming such as developmental programs 

available to farmers and farmworkers like Donny. Second, for Donny’s siblings, they 

could learn more mala prohibita as the law in their generation provides and they 

could also learn more about education and their rights to government scholarship or 

subsidiaries. There is so much more to learn as the society progresses, and we can 

only do so much, one generation at a time.  

If we bring the law to the people, we can justify the legal maxim, “ignorantia 

legis non excusat” because not everyone is “absolutely ignorant.” If we exert the 

effort to teach the law to students and laymen, at some point, everyone is at the 

advantage because citizens are more aware of their rights, duties, and obligations 

under the law. With this, people know which rights to safeguard, how it is connected 

to their liberty, and how it nurtures their prosperity.   

It is a dream for more people to be more knowledgeable of the law. This is the 

key to safeguarding liberty and nurturing prosperity. It is a dream that is possible if 

we take it one step, one punch, and one round at a time through increasing legal 

literacy in law students, law enthusiasts, and laymen.  


