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Title: The United States vs. Philip K. Sweet

Facts:  The  defendant  and  appellant,  Philip  K.  Sweet,  was  charged  with  an  assault
punishable under Article 418 of the Penal Code, carrying the penalty of “arresto mayor” and
a fine ranging from 325 to 3,250 pesetas. Sweet was an employee of the United States
military authorities in the Philippine Islands, and the alleged assault was committed against
a prisoner of war who was under the custody of the United States military. The case was
brought before the Courts of First Instance, which have original jurisdiction in all criminal
cases where the penalty exceeds six months’ imprisonment or a fine over one hundred
dollars, as per Act No. 136, Section 56(6) of the United States Philippine Commission. The
appellant claimed that the court lacked jurisdiction under the contention that an assault by
a military employee on a prisoner of war was not punishable under the Penal Code, and
even  if  it  were,  his  military  status  exempted  him from civil  tribunal  jurisdiction.  The
prosecutor found the facts to be true, although the appellant’s claim that he was “acting in
the line of duty” wasn’t supported by evidence. This case made its way to the Supreme
Court to address the jurisdictional challenges raised by Sweet.

Issues:
1. Is an assault committed by a soldier or military employee upon a prisoner of war an
offense under the Penal Code?
2. Does the military status of the person charged with the offense exempt them from the
jurisdiction of civil tribunals?

Court’s Decision:
1. The Supreme Court held that the assault act still constituted an offense under the Penal
Code, even if the Spanish Code of Military Justice would also regard such an assault as an
offense. The Court found no language in Article 418 to suggest that it did not apply to all
individuals  within  the  territorial  jurisdiction,  rejecting  the  argument  that  the  Spanish
Military Code’s provisions could have an effect on the applicability of the Penal Code.
2. The Court ruled that neither congressional legislation nor local legislation offered any
provision that would limit the general jurisdiction conferred upon Courts of First Instance
concerning military employees. Hence, the Court affirmed the general principle that the
jurisdiction of civil tribunals is unaffected by the military status of the defendant unless
expressly provided otherwise by legislation. The court claimed jurisdiction over the case,
and the appellant’s  defense related to acting upon military orders could be used as a
defense in the trial but did not impede the court’s jurisdiction.
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Doctrine:
The Philippine Supreme Court established that an assault by a military person or employee
upon a prisoner of war is an offense under the general penal laws of the country, and such
individuals  are  subject  to  the  jurisdiction  of  civil  tribunals  in  the  absence  of  explicit
legislative provisions exempting them.

Class Notes:
– Courts of First Instance have original jurisdiction in all criminal cases with punishments
exceeding six months’ imprisonment or fines over one hundred dollars.
– The jurisdiction of civil courts is unaffected by the military status of a person unless
explicitly stated by legislation.
– An offense under the military code does not preclude liability under the general penal
laws.
– Acting upon military orders may serve as a defense in trial but does not affect the court’s
jurisdiction.

Historical Background:
This case arose during a period when the Philippines was under American sovereignty
following the Spanish-American War. The American military had a significant presence in
the Philippines, and this case touches on the interplay between military authority and civil
law during this occupation. The outcome of the case reflects the application of American
legal  principles concerning the jurisdiction of  civil  courts over military personnel,  in a
colonial context, and clarifies the relationship between military law and the Penal Code of
the Philippines at the time.


