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Title: The United States v. Eduardo Elicanal, 35 Phil. 209 (1916)

Facts:
–  The case  involves  Eduard Elicanal,  a  22-year-old,  uneducated,  physically  weak crew
member of the ship lorcha Cataluna. The ship was cruising in Philippine waters off Iloilo
under Captain Juan Nomo, with Guillermo Guiloresa as the first mate.
– On December 11, 1914, as the lorcha left the Iloilo River, the first mate, Guillermo,
expressed his  anger towards the captain and intended to  kill  him,  asking Elicanal  for
assistance. Elicanal took this as a joke.
– The following day, during work, Guillermo attacked the captain in his cabin, while calling
the crew to assist. Only the accused initially hesitated.
– The crew, excluding Elicanal, captured and tied the captain with rope. Guillermo then
attacked the captain with an iron bar and passed it to Elicanal, who struck the fatal blow.
– Elicanal’s defense was based on acting under uncontrollable fear induced by Guillermo’s
threats.

Procedural Posture:
– Elicanal was arrested, tried, convicted of murder, and sentenced to death. He argued the
defense of uncontrollable fear, which was rejected by the trial court.
– The case was elevated to the Supreme Court both en consulta and by appeal due to the
death sentence.

Issues:
1. Whether the appellant acted under an irresistible force or uncontrollable fear exempting
him from criminal liability.
2. Whether the crime should be classified as murder or homicide.
3. Whether article 11 of the Penal Code should be applied for mitigating circumstances.

Court’s Decision:
– On the issue of irresistible force or uncontrollable fear, the Court held that the threat from
Guillermo did not qualify as producing uncontrollable fear or irresistible force. The threat
needed to promise grave imminent results, none of which were present.

– Regarding the classification of the crime, the Court ruled there was no premeditation but
upheld the presence of treachery. At the time the fatal blow was struck, the captain was
defenseless, thus fitting the criterion for murder under the presence of treachery, despite
the initial open confrontation.
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– On the application of article 11 of the Penal Code, the Court deferred to the trial court’s
discretion,  finding  no  basis  to  alter  the  lower  court’s  discretion  regarding  mitigating
circumstances.

Doctrine:
1. A threat to induce irresistible fear must present imminent and grave results equivalent to
the crime committed.
2. Treachery (alevosia) can exist even if the initial attack was direct, provided the fatal act
occurs when the victim is defenseless.

Class Notes:
– Elements of Treachery: Attack on an unarmed and defenseless victim leading to death
(qualifies as murder).
– Differences between Irresistible Force and Uncontrollable Fear under Penal Code Article
8: External force reducing the individual to a mere instrument versus fear of a greater
harm.
– Article 11 of the Penal Code: Factors considered for mitigating circumstances (discretion
often lies with the trial court).
– Relevant Statute: Penal Code Article 8 (for criminal liability exemption).

Historical Background:
– The case exemplifies early 20th-century judicial proceedings in the Philippines, reflecting
the judicial  interpretations of  treachery and circumstances exempt from liability  under
Spanish-influenced Penal Codes. It highlights the evolution of the concept of “uncontrollable
fear”  and the  historical  application  of  legal  doctrines  from Spanish  jurisprudence still
relevant in Philippine law at the time.


