G. R. No. 34882. February 12, 1931 (Case Brief / Digest)

**Title: Crispiniano V. Laput and Catalino Salas vs. Judge Jose Bernabe**

**Facts:**

Crispiniano V. Laput, a law student, was authorized by Catalino Salas to represent him in a
case in the Municipal Court of Manila. Salas was charged with damage to property through
reckless imprudence. Laput, without being a licensed attorney, sought to represent Salas, a
right he claimed under Section 34 of the Code of Civil Procedure. Judge Jose Bernabe of the
Municipal Court refused to recognize Laput as Salas’s counsel. Consequently, Laput and
Salas filed a petition for a writ of mandamus to compel Judge Bernabe to permit Laput’s
representation.

**Procedural Posture:**

1. Salas was charged with a criminal offense in the Municipal Court of Manila.

2. Laput, Salas’s chosen representative, was refused permission by Judge Bernabe to act as
counsel.

3. Petitioners Laput and Salas filed for a writ of mandamus in the Philippine Supreme Court
to require Judge Bernabe to allow Laput to represent Salas.

**[ssues:**

1. Whether the Municipal Court of Manila may be viewed as a “court of a justice of the
peace” under Section 34 of the Code of Civil Procedure.

2. Whether petitioners have the legal right to appoint a law student or agent not licensed as
an attorney to represent them in the Municipal Court of Manila.

3. If the refusal to permit Salas’s chosen representative violated applicable laws and
provisions relating to legal representation.

**Court’s Decision:**

1. **Municipal Court status under Section 34**:

* The Supreme Court concluded that the Municipal Court of Manila, despite being formally
established as a different entity, inherited the jurisdiction and powers of the former justice
of the peace courts that the Code of Civil Procedure would apply to. Therefore, in matters of
civil jurisdiction, the provisions applying to justice of the peace courts would also apply to
the municipal court.

2. **Right to Representation by Non-attorney**:
* The Court decided that Section 34’s clause allowing a party to “conduct his
litigation...with the aid of an agent or friend” should apply. The Municipal Court of Manila
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operates under similar scopes to the justice of the peace courts where non-attorney
representation had been historically permitted.

* The refusal by Judge Bernabe thereby constituted an error since the municipal court
retained civil features, covering partial criminal aspects such as damage assessment in
Salas’s case.

3. **Application of the Section to Current Context**:

* The potential fear of a proliferation of non-attorneys (procuradores judiciales) in Manila
was addressed. The court clarified that restrictions would remain stringent due to prevailing
restrictions necessitating prior authorization from a judge of the first instance.

**Doctrine:**

The case solidifies the interpretation that municipal courts in Manila, inheriting roles of
justice of the peace courts, must align with provisions allowing party representation by non-
attorneys as prescribed in Section 34 of the Code of Civil Procedure.

**Class Notes:**

1. **Key Elements:**

- *Representation Rights:* Sections allowing non-attorney representatives in traditional
justice of the peace courts (Sec. 34, Code of Civil Procedure).

- *Municipal Court’s Jurisdiction Replacement:* The replacement of justice of the peace
courts by municipal courts, undertaken to possess equivalent jurisdictions and powers
inclusive of civil litigation representation rights.

2. **Relevant Statutes:**

- *Sect. 34, Code of Civil Procedure:* It affords parties the possibility of litigation aid by an
agent/friend or lawyer unless specified courts demand licensed legal representation for
appearances.

- *Act No. 3107, Sec. 2466 of Administrative Code:* Establishes organization/branching and
jurisdiction scope of municipal courts in Manila.

3. ¥Application:**

- Interpret provisions historically applying to dissolved courts to successor courts
maintaining analogous jurisdiction.

- Legal practitioners ought to understand legacy statutes’ continued relevance, especially
when underlying jurisdiction and procedural principles persist post-structural
reorganization of courts.
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**Historical Background:**

This case reflects an era’s transitional legal landscape, grappling with the colonial binary
system of justice of the peace and newly formed municipal courts post-American governance
structuring Philippine judiciary (early 1900s). It underscores the continued legacy influence
of preceding legal provisions on successor judicial entities, navigated amidst evolving
interpretations of representation rights in urban judicial settings.

**Note:** Dissent emphasized the uniqueness of the Manila context and the potential misuse
of allowing non-attorneys in a more complex metropolitan jurisdiction, yet majority found
wooden application of the statutory section appropriate with built-in safeguards.
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