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Title: Santos vs. Bedia-Santos: A Legal Discourse on Psychological Incapacity as Ground for
Nullity of Marriage

Facts:
Leouel Santos, a First Lieutenant in the Philippine Army, and Julia Rosario Bedia-Santos
first crossed paths in Iloilo City, which culminated in their marriage on September 20, 1986.
Initially, the couple resided with Julia’s parents, and on July 18, 1987, they welcomed their
son,  Leouel  Santos,  Jr.  However,  marital  bliss  was short-lived due to  alleged frequent
interference by Julia’s parents and disagreements between the couple. Julia departed for the
United States on May 18, 1988, to work as a nurse, despite Leouel’s attempts to convince
her otherwise. Communication was scarce; Julia only contacted Leouel seven months after
her departure, promising to return after her contract ended in July 1989, which she failed to
fulfill. Leouel’s efforts to locate Julia while on a training program in the US from April 10 to
August 25, 1990, were futile.

Leouel initiated a complaint for the nullity of marriage under Article 36 of the Family Code
(Civil Case No. 9814) at the Regional Trial Court (RTC) of Negros Oriental, Branch 30. Julia
opposed  the  complaint,  denouncing  the  allegations  and  portraying  Leouel  as  the
irresponsible party. During trial proceedings, Julia opted not to appear nor submit evidence.
On November 6, 1991, the RTC dismissed the case for lack of merit. The Court of Appeals
upheld this decision, stressing non-compliance with Circular 28-91 regarding non-forum
shopping and lack of merit, thereby propelling Leouel to escalate the matter to the Supreme
Court (SC).

Issues:
The central legal issue revolves around the application and interpretation of Article 36 of
the Family Code concerning “psychological incapacity” as a ground for declaring the nullity
of marriage. Specifically, whether Julia’s behavior and her failure to live with, communicate,
and fulfill marital obligations towards Leouel constitute “psychological incapacity.”

Court’s Decision:
The SC sided with the RTC and the Court of Appeals in denying Leouel’s petition. The SC
extensively deliberated on the conceptual groundwork of “psychological incapacity,” leaning
on interpretations from the Family Code Revision Committee and cases under Canon Law
for guidance. The Court emphasized that “psychological incapacity” should be construed as
a mental incapacity causing a spouse to be incognitive of and unable to fulfill the basic
marital obligations, which must be grave, judicially antecedent, and incurable. The Court
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found Leouel’s case lacking the gravity and seriousness to warrant the application of Article
36. It pronounced that the facts did not significantly indicate Julia’s psychological incapacity
but rather depicted a failed marital relationship. Consequently, the petition was denied,
affirming the indissolubility of marriage based on insufficient grounds for nullity under
Article 36.

Doctrine:
The  SC  clarified  the  application  of  Article  36  of  the  Family  Code,  establishing  that
“psychological  incapacity”  refers  to  the  most  serious  cases  of  personality  disorders
signifying  an  utter  inability  or  insensitivity  to  comprehend  and  fulfill  basic  marital
obligations. It must be characterized by gravity, juridical antecedence, and incurability.

Class Notes:
1. Article 36 of the Family Code: Declares a marriage void if at the time of celebration, a
party was psychologically incapacitated to comply with essential marital obligations, visible
even after marriage.
2. Psychological Incapacity: A mental incapacity that gravely affects the compliance with the
essential marital obligations of mutual love, respect, and fidelity, and to help and support
each other, which must be characterized by gravity, antecedence, and incurability.
3.  Legal  Procedural  Guardrails:  The  proof  of  psychological  incapacity  requires  a
demonstration beyond mere difficulty, neglect, or refusal to perform marital obligations,
leaning towards conditions affecting the party’s ability at the point of marriage.
4. Marriage as an Inviolable Social Institution (Article 1, Family Code; Article XV, 1987
Constitution):  Any  petition  for  nullity  of  marriage  must  convincingly  demonstrate  the
grounds based on the legal framework ensuring the protection of marriage as a fundamental
societal unit.

Historical Background:
The issue of psychological incapacity as grounds for the nullity of marriages under Article
36 of the Family Code is one of the most contentious aspects introduced by the Family Code
amendment.  This  case  represents  a  crucial  precedent  that  provides  a  stringent
interpretation of Article 36, aimed at preserving the sanctity and indissolubility of marriage
in Philippine society, unless substantial proof and qualification of psychological incapacity,
as highly described by the SC, exist.


