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Title: The United States vs. Simon Punsalan (1903)

Facts: On May 9, 1903, Simon Punsalan was attending a civil case hearing in which he was
the plaintiff and Don Francisco P. Tizon was the defendant at the office of the justice of the
peace in Candaba, Pampanga. After the testimony was taken, both parties and witnesses
were present to sign their statements. As Tizon was about to accompany the justice to an
adjoining room, Punsalan stabbed Tizon with a penknife multiple times, causing 15 serious
wounds, which led to Tizon’s immediate death. There was no evidence presented to explain
Punsalan’s motive behind the attack. Witnesses confirmed the described events.

Procedural Posture: Punsalan was charged with murder and tried in the Court of First
Instance of Pampanga, where he was found guilty. The court sentenced him to cadena
perpetua, with the listed accessories, ordered him to indemnify Tizon’s heirs with 2,000
pesos, and imposed additional penalties in case of insolvency. The trial court identified the
qualifying aggravating circumstance of alevosia (treachery), and considered premeditation
and the unlawful commission of the crime in a place of public function as aggravating
factors. Punsalan appealed the decision to the Supreme Court.

Issues: The issues before the Supreme Court were:
1. Whether the qualifying circumstance of alevosia was present in the commission of the
crime.
2. Whether aggravating circumstances, particularly premeditation and the execution of the
crime  in  a  place  where  public  authorities  exercised  their  functions,  were  correctly
considered.

Court’s Decision:
1. Alevosia: The Court upheld the lower court’s finding of alevosia, determining it was
clearly substantiated by evidence, as the attack was sudden and ensured no defense for the
victim.
2. Aggravating Circumstances: The Court disagreed with the lower court regarding the
aggravating circumstances. There was no evidence of premeditation, nor was the crime
committed in a location actively used by public authorities for their functions; therefore,
these circumstances were not applicable.

Doctrine:
The  case  underscores  the  principle  that  for  alevosia  to  apply,  the  attack  must  be
treacherous  and  calculated  to  ensure  the  execution  without  risk.  It  also  affirms  that
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aggravating circumstances require clear evidence and must meet specific criteria as per the
Penal Code.

Class Notes:
Key legal concepts:
– Alevosia (Treachery):  An attack that is deliberate and without the victim’s chance of
defense, ensuring the success of the crime.
– Aggravating Circumstances: Factors that can increase a criminal’s culpability, such as
premeditation and committing a crime in a place of public authority.
– Cadena perpetua: Life imprisonment with associated penalties as specified in Article 54 of
the Penal Code.

Historical Background: The case occurred during the early American colonial period in the
Philippines,  a time when the legal system was transitioning from Spanish to American
influence. The ruling applied the Spanish Penal Code, reflecting the ongoing process of
integrating previous colonial legal frameworks with new American directives. This case
illustrates complexities faced by the legal system in adapting to changing judicial standards
in the post-Spanish colonial era.


