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Under the Rule of Law 

 

 

“But only a good man can become a great 

lawyer: for only a man who understands the 

weaknesses of men because he has 

conquered them in himself; who has the 

courage to pursue his ideals though he 

knows them to be unattainable; who 

tempers his conviction with respect for 

those of others because he realizes he may 

be mistaken; who deals honorably and 

fairly with all, because to do otherwise 

would diminish him as well as them—only 

such a man would so command respect that 

he could persuade and need never resort to 

force. Only such a man could become a 

great lawyer.” 

 

- Sen. Jose W. Diokno1 

 

 

Looking back to my younger years, I see a child full of courage and 

excitement to face the world. A child who felt as though the world was his oyster 

and that there was nothing in life that could stop him. Those were the few years of 

my life when I had not yet understood the meaning of poverty—something that I 

would understand a few years later and would understand better growing up. 

 

Poverty is not unfamiliar to Filipinos. As for myself, I best understood poverty 

when I saw my relatives and the people around me go through life filled with fear. 

They were always afraid of not having enough resources to subsist, of getting sick 

and not having the resources for medical services, and of not having the means to 

help their loved ones reach their dreams. One thing that I will particularly never 

forget is seeing my relative be so fearful of not having enough resources to get 

through the month that he was willing to sell his right to vote his preferred candidate 

for a paltry sum of money.    

 
1 In his Letter to his eldest son, Jose Ramon (1972), available at 

https://www.projectjurisprudence.com/2018/05/detained-by-macoy-sen-diokno-wrote-i.html.  

https://www.projectjurisprudence.com/2018/05/detained-by-macoy-sen-diokno-wrote-i.html


  

By understanding poverty, I was also able to grasp the unequal power 

structures in society. Although all people were supposed to be equal, I was able to 

see how some people were fearful of others who were wealthier and were in higher 

positions in society. I best understood social inequality when I witnessed my relative 

be involved in an accident caused by another person. On that day, I saw how my 

relative felt so powerless and scared in front of the person at fault simply because 

that person was a relative of a high-ranking official. 

 

Poverty and the unequal power structures in society have controlled and 

inhibited some people by sowing fear in their lives, making them feel powerless and 

vulnerable. For a portion of my life, I, too, was governed by this fear and felt 

powerless. However, as I will share below, after learning the gospel of liberty and 

prosperity and realizing the importance of the rule of law, I was able to break those 

shackles of fear and empower myself. Hence, I write below that the rule of law must 

be geared towards the promotion of liberty and prosperity for it is only when liberties 

are protected and prosperity is nurtured that people empowerment can be achieved. 

This is precisely why the legal profession plays a vital role in society and why I aim 

to become a “great lawyer” as described by Senator Diokno. Now, as a law student 

and future “great lawyer”, I seek to champion, through this essay, the philosophy of 

liberty and prosperity under the rule of law.   

  

Liberty and Prosperity Under the Rule of Law 

  

In its conservative sense, liberty has been understood as freedom from 

imprisonment or physical restraint. Liberty, however, has been rightfully described 

by the Supreme Court in Morfe v. Mutuc in its liberal sense as the right of a person 

“to be free to use his faculties in lawful ways” and “to do those things which are 

ordinarily done by free men.” Thus, liberty can be equated to that degree of freedom 

that one possesses in harmony with the freedom that others possess. It consists of 

civil and political rights which are essential to a person’s being and inherent to the 

people. It is from this premise that I find the need to stress the correlation between 

liberty and people empowerment—without liberty, the power of the people is 

repressed. Fortunately, our liberties are guaranteed by the Constitution and our laws 

which impose a duty upon the State to desist from interfering with the lawful 

exercise thereof. In addition, the Court has accorded great protection to our liberties 

by applying the strict scrutiny test in cases where state action interferes with liberties 

and by employing a presumption against the validity of such state actions.  

 



 Prosperity concerns the economic, social, and cultural rights of the people. It 

relates to the objectives of the State to ensure the betterment of the lives of its citizens 

and to provide a standard of living that protects the dignity of its people. Prosperity 

relates primarily to matters of policy which the Court has deemed to be better lodged 

in the political branches of government. Nevertheless, the courts are there to ensure 

that policies are guided by the principles of our nation as expressed in the 

Constitution. Besides, although there are varying perspectives as to the proper 

framework for policies concerning prosperity, the ultimate goal of these policies is 

the advancement of social welfare. Clearly, prosperity is necessary for the 

empowerment of the people. Without prosperity, the power of the people to enjoy 

their lives and exercise their rights is diminished.  

 

 Liberty and prosperity are interrelated and inseparable for one cannot have 

true and effective liberty when one is impeded by economic difficulties, and one 

cannot enjoy real prosperity when one is unable to exercise the rights which are 

essential to a person’s autonomy. Liberty and prosperity are central to the enjoyment 

by the people of their lives. Thus, no impermissible derogation can be made to either 

and one cannot be overlooked for the other. Correspondingly, empowering the 

people requires the protection of liberties and the nurturing of prosperity. People 

empowerment necessitates the ability of the people to freely exercise their liberties 

such as their right to free speech without the fear of punishment or prior restraint. 

Empowerment also needs the emancipation of the people from the shackles of 

poverty and inequality so that the people may realize that their power comes from 

within and not from their resources or positions in society. As Chief Justice Artemio 

V. Panganiban espouses, liberty and prosperity are twin beacons of justice. 

Considering that justice includes the empowerment of people, it becomes necessarily 

true that safeguarding liberty and fostering prosperity results in people 

empowerment.  

 

The rule of law is crucial in safeguarding liberties and promoting prosperity. 

The Bill of Rights in the supreme law of the land enshrines our liberties and 

mandates the State to desist from infringing them. The Bill of Rights and the entirety 

of our Constitution, albeit providing a preferred status to civil and political rights, 

also protects economic, social, and cultural rights, and in fact, expressly provides for 

social justice and development. Statutes and laws also provide additional rights and 

strengthen existing rights in order to promote liberty and prosperity. To illustrate, 

the Labor Code seeks to protect labor and achieve social justice while the Magna 

Cartas empowers different sectors of society. Furthermore, the rules and regulations 

promulgated by the Supreme Court and administrative agencies aim to safeguard 

and enforce our rights and provide an inexpensive, efficient, and speedy 



administration of justice. Given all of these, it is evident that our society must be 

governed by the rule of law so that liberty and prosperity can be achieved since the 

rule of law ensures the safeguarding of liberties and the attainment of prosperity. 

The rule of the few or the rule of men must not be allowed for it is only when there 

is complete and genuine compliance with the rule of law that liberty and prosperity 

can rule our nation. It is incumbent upon the State and the people to comply with the 

duties and obligations imposed by the Constitution, the laws, and the rules. No 

digression from faithful compliance with the rule of law should be accepted. 

However, this is only true when we operate from the premise that the rule of law is 

just and seeks the promotion of liberty and prosperity. Hence, it is also our duty to 

ensure that the Constitution is interpreted in a way that embodies our principles as a 

nation and enshrines our liberties and prosperity; that only laws which benefit 

society are enacted; and that only rules which enforce our liberties and further 

societal development are promulgated. In sum, liberty and prosperity can be 

achieved when two things are present: (1) laws that safeguard liberty and promote 

prosperity, and (2) faithful compliance with the rule of law. Necessarily then, these 

two are indispensable in achieving people empowerment. People can be empowered 

only when our laws promote liberty and prosperity and when there is faithful 

compliance with the rule of law.  

 

It is therefore exceptionally deplorable that the rule of law has been eroded by 

non-compliance therewith and the unequal enforcement thereof, and that there are 

laws which do not seek or are not enforced to safeguard liberties and nurture 

prosperity. As can be seen in the news, people have come to believe that the rule of 

law is inconvenient and that the ends justify the means of non-compliance with the 

rule of law. There have also been cases where the rule of law has been inapplicable 

to the poor or to those without high positions. Worse, there have been cases where 

the rich or the powerful are exempted from the teeth of the law. In addition, certain 

laws have been enacted which do not protect those who need protection the most. 

Oddly enough, the laws which do seek to protect liberties and promote prosperity 

have been weaponized and used as tools of injustice—in ways conflicting with their 

purpose. In these cases, society is not governed by the rule of law which ensures the 

promotion of liberty and prosperity. As such, there can be no empowerment of the 

people and in fact, there is only a perpetuation and a reinforcement of the fears 

brought about by poverty and unequal power structures that shackle the people. 

These shackles of fear inhibit the potential of the people to free themselves from 

poverty and social inequality. There is thereby a vicious cycle that is created where 

the fears brought about by poverty and inequality cause the worsening of poverty 

and unjust power structures which create more fear that worsen the people’s lives.  

 



 What then are the possible causes of the erosion and misuse of the rule of 

law? What can be done to end these problems? I will try to possibly answer these 

questions through a reflection on some of my experiences in life. As previously 

mentioned, I also used to live my life shackled by the fears brought about by poverty 

and the unequal power structures in society. I used to think that certain rights were 

available only to those who could afford it, that I should always defer to those in 

higher positions in society because of the fear of reprisal, that I should be afraid of 

state authorities, and that certain dreams were only possible to those with the means 

to achieve them. At that time, I was afraid to dream, stand up against injustices, and 

exercise my freedoms. However, all of that changed when I was in college or when 

I learned the gospel of liberty and prosperity and the importance of the rule of law. 

I learned the roots and implications of poverty and inequality. I was enlightened to 

the fact that our liberties are inherent in us and cannot be taken away from us because 

of poverty or because of the power of any other person. I understood how important 

liberties were to the realization of a person’s potential and how big a role our liberties 

play in improving our lives. I also became aware of the laws that promote our rights 

to a decent standard of living and that protect human dignity. However, out of all the 

things that I learned, the most critical was my enlightenment to the fact that the rule 

of law was aimed to protect the weak and the poor in accordance with the tenets of 

justice and fairness. It was through all these that I was empowered and realized that 

laws were made to protect liberty and enrich prosperity so that the people may be 

empowered. It was then that I decided that the rule of law was equivalent to the 

empowerment of the people. It was also then that I realized that I wanted to become 

a lawyer to empower others. This dream and purpose of mine has been reinforced 

by my time in the college of law, and I go through the trials and travails of being a 

working student in law school driven by my goal of empowering people by 

safeguarding their rights and ensuring that laws are there to nurture individual and 

societal development. Now, having said the foregoing principles, it is my humble 

submission that one possible cause of the erosion and misuse of the rule of law is the 

failure of the people to remember that the purpose of the law is to empower people 

by protecting their rights and fostering prosperity. In prioritizing other things such 

as self-interest and convenience, people, especially those charged with the duty of 

enforcing the rule of law, have forgotten one of the law’s most fundamental purpose. 

Consequently, it is my belief that the philosophy that the law seeks to empower 

people by promoting liberty and prosperity should be instilled in every person 

especially lawyers as key social actors so that we can end the erosion and misuse of 

the rule of law. By spreading the philosophy of liberty and prosperity under the rule 

of law, we can solve the erosion and misuse of the law and at the same time empower 

people who can then remove the shackles of fear in others.   

 



Promoting and Applying the Philosophy  

 

To reiterate, the law, for me, is meant to safeguard liberty and nurture 

prosperity and therefore empower the people. This is my reason for pursuing law 

and is my continuing motivation in life. I believe that the purpose of lawyers is 

people empowerment and I wish to practice law to empower others and help them 

in emancipating themselves from the shackles of fear brought about by poverty and 

the unequal power structures in society.   

 

To be able to promote the philosophy as a law student, I must first strengthen 

my understanding thereof and my resolve which I can do by studying the law 

conscientiously with the philosophy as my guiding post and learning from all of my 

experiences in life. I will then champion the philosophy by helping others appreciate 

its importance and by instilling faith in liberty, prosperity, and the rule of law. As 

shown by my college and law school experience, education is key in promoting the 

philosophy and in empowering others. Most importantly, I will seek to inspire my 

fellow students so that the philosophy becomes further institutionalized in the study 

of law and so that the number of champions of the philosophy can grow infinitely to 

transcend generations and borders. I can inspire others by telling them my story of 

how the philosophy of liberty and prosperity under the rule of law empowered me 

and removed my shackles of fear and how I found my purpose of empowering others. 

 

Again, a lawyer has a great role in empowering people by safeguarding 

liberties and enhancing prosperity. A lawyer is meant to empower people as 

empowerment is a necessary consequence of the pursuit of justice. In my legal 

career, I can apply the philosophy and empower people by becoming or embodying 

a “great lawyer”. This I will do by making sure that the philosophy is 

institutionalized in law and educating future lawyers of the philosophy. I will impart 

the wisdom that I will gain through my experiences and give others the courage and 

means necessary to promote and apply the philosophy. In addition, I will fight the 

four ACID problems identified by Chief Justice Panganiban by helping make justice 

accessible, fighting corruption, increasing competence, and exposing dilatory 

tactics. Lastly, I will continue to stand by the maxim that I have always observed: 

honor and excellence. If I can continue to prioritize honor and practice excellence in 

my legal career, then applying the philosophy of liberty and prosperity under the rule 

of law will come naturally.  

 

However, it is not only in law that the philosophy of liberty and prosperity 

under the rule of law can be promoted and applied. I joined public service in pursuit 

of this philosophy and my career as a public servant has been centered towards 



helping the people protect their rights and better their lives. In college, having been 

exposed to NGOs that help political prisoners and agricultural workers and having 

spent time immersing with farmers and indigenous peoples, I was, and I continue to 

be an advocate for the primacy of rights and the use of an intersectional approach 

towards policies. As a person empowered by the gospel of liberty and prosperity, it 

is my purpose to empower others in everything that I do.  

 

Although the erosion of the rule of law and the misuse of the law may dampen 

our spirits, it must be remembered that it is during these times that champions and 

“great lawyers” must step up. We must bear in mind that liberties must always be 

safeguarded and prosperity always fostered. So long as there are still people who 

feel powerless due to the shackles of fear, it is incumbent upon us to strengthen our 

endeavors to empower the people. 

   

 


