G.R. No. 12. August 08, 1901 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: In re Marcelino Aguas (Contempt of the Court of First Instance of Pampanga)

Facts: This case arose from an incident that took place on August 29, 1900, during a trial at
the Court of First Instance in Bacolor, Pampanga. The judge was questioning a witness
named Angel Alberto when the witness appeared to be looking at the attorney for the
defendant rather than the judge. After failing to heed the judge’s warning to maintain eye
contact with him, the judge physically intervened by seizing the witness by the shoulders
and either shook him or turned him, depending on the account. This action prompted
Marcelino Aguas, the attorney for the defendant, to stand up and protest what he
considered the coercive treatment of the witness by the judge. Aguas demanded that the
incident be recorded and the trial be postponed.

Two days later, the court clerk documented the event and recorded past instances of Aguas
acting disrespectfully towards the court, such as using “improper phrases” and interrupting
opposing counsel. Consequently, the court judged Aguas in contempt and suspended him
from the practice of law for twenty days. Aguas appealed but was denied; he then requested
a justification hearing, which was granted.

At the hearing, evidence was presented regarding Aguas’s alleged contempt. The judge
found that Aguas, in a “menacing attitude,” protested the judge’s action and disregarded a
directive to respect the court and sit down. Aguas was again found guilty of contempt and
suspended for twenty days. Aguas appealed this decision to the Supreme Court of the
Philippines.

Issues:

1. Whether the action by the judge in seizing the witness was justified.

2. Whether the protest and demand for recording the incident by Attorney Aguas
constituted contempt of court.

3. Whether Aguas was respectful and preserved the dignity of the court when presenting his
objection and requesting it be recorded.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court found that the judge’s physical intervention with the witness was
unwarranted and represented an interference with the witness’s right to freedom from
unlawful personal violence in court. The Court held that Aguas had the right to protest such
treatment and to request the incident be recorded, provided that his actions were respectful
and mindful of the court’s dignity.
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The testimony and the lower court’s findings only indicated that Aguas’s attitude was
“menacing,” but did not provide the specific facts to support a judgment of contempt. The
Court stated that without concrete facts showing that Aguas was disrespectful or offensive
to the court’s dignity, the judgment of contempt could not be upheld.

Thus, the Supreme Court reversed the judgment of contempt against Aguas, ordered that no
costs be imposed on him (costs de oficio), and restored him to the practice of law.

Doctrine:

A legal representative has the right to protest actions by a judge that they view as coercive
toward a witness, as long as such protest is made respectfully and with due regard for the
court’s dignity. Simply characterizing an attorney’s demeanor as “menacing” does not
sufficiently establish contempt in the absence of specific disrespectful or offensive acts
towards the court.

Historical Background:

The case of Marcelino Aguas is set within the early years of the American colonial period in
the Philippines. The United States took control of the Philippines after the Spanish-
American War (1898) and the subsequent Treaty of Paris. This period was marked by
significant changes and reforms in the Philippine legal system, including the introduction of
the American common law system and the establishment of new judicial frameworks.

The Aguas case reflects the transitional nature of the Philippine judicial system at this time.
The incident occurred during a time of tension where the traditional Spanish legal order
was giving way to the American judicial system, including new codes of legal procedure and
conduct. The case is also indicative of the early efforts to safeguard legal processes and the
rights of individuals within the courtroom, a principle that continues to be an essential tenet
of Philippine jurisprudence.
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