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### Title:
**United States vs. Aurelio Tolentino** (1904): Sedition Through Dramatic Expression in the
Early American Colonial Period in the Philippines

### Facts:
Aurelio Tolentino, a playwright and director of a theatrical company, was charged with
“uttering seditious words and writings, publishing and circulating scurrilous libels against
the Government of the United States and the Insular Government of the Philippine Islands.”
This accusation was based on a theatrical performance that Tolentino wrote and presented
on May 14, 1903, at the Teatro Libertad in Manila, titled “Kahapon, Ngayon at Bukas”
(Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow). The performance, coinciding with a still-sensitive period
shortly after the Philippine-American War, was perceived as incendiary, promoting anti-
American sentiments,  instigating  rebellion,  and disturbing the  peace  and order  of  the
colonial government. The information included specifics of how the drama and its promotion
were  seditious  under  section  8  of  Act  No.  292  of  the  Philippine  Commission.  Upon
conviction in the lower court, Tolentino appealed to the Supreme Court of the Philippines,
arguing the seditious intention of his work was not proven and that the drama was a purely
literary and artistic effort.

### Issues:
The Supreme Court meticulously examined the following issues:
1. Whether the act of writing, publishing, and presenting the drama constituted a violation
of section 8 of Act No. 292, regarding sedition.
2. The specific nature of the drama – whether purely artistic or seditiously intended against
the colonial government.
3. The appropriateness and legality of the sentence imposed on Tolentino.

### Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court, affirming the lower court’s decision, concluded that:
1.  The publication and presentation of the drama indeed instigated seditious activities,
encouraged  rebellious  conspiracies,  and  stirred  up  dissatisfaction  against  the  lawful
authorities, thereby falling under the ambit of seditious acts as defined by the relevant law.
2. Given the historical and social context — the Philippines being under American colonial
rule, experiencing unrest and a recent insurrection — the court deemed the intent behind
the  drama  as  unmistakably  seditious,  designed  to  provoke  opposition  to  the  colonial
government.
3. The severity of the penalty (fine and imprisonment) imposed on Tolentino was within the
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legal  bounds  and  at  the  discretion  of  the  trial  court,  deemed  appropriate  given  the
circumstances.

### Doctrine:
The case reiterated the doctrine that the manifestation of intentions to incite rebellion,
obstruct official duties, and disturb peace and government order through speech, writing, or
any form of expression constitutes sedition. This is punishable under law, with the court
holding discretion over the severity of penalties within statutory limits.

### Class Notes:
–  **Sedition**:  Legal  elements  include  the  intention  and  act  of  inciting  rebellion  or
resistance against lawful authority through words, writings, or symbols.
– **Legal Context**: The case highlighted how laws during the American Colonial period in
the  Philippines  were  used  to  suppress  dissent  and  regulate  freedom  of  expression,
especially against colonial rule.
– **Interpretation of Intent**: Demonstrates the judiciary’s role in interpreting the intent
behind artistic and literary works in the context of prevailing laws and social conditions.
– **Statutory Interpretation**: Affirms that courts may impose penalties within the limits
prescribed by law, with such decisions reflecting the judicial discretion based on the gravity
of the offense and surrounding circumstances.

### Historical Background:
This case took place during the early American colonial  era in the Philippines,  a time
marked  by  significant  political  and  social  upheaval.  The  American  government  was
establishing its rule following the Philippine-American War, facing resistance from various
sectors of Filipino society. Tolentino’s trial and conviction under sedition laws illustrate the
tension between colonial authorities’ efforts to stabilize their rule and the enduring desire of
many Filipinos for self-determination and freedom of expression.


