G.R. No. 161793. February 13, 2009 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: Edward Kenneth Ngo Te vs. Rowena Ong Gutierrez Yu-Te: A Case of Psychological
Incapacity

Facts:

The case arose from Edward Kenneth Ngo Te’s petition to annul his marriage to Rowena
Ong Gutierrez Yu-Te based on psychological incapacity under Article 36 of the Family Code.
The couple first met at a gathering organized by the Filipino-Chinese association in their
college. They developed a relationship and, under Rowena’s insistence, eloped to Cebu in
March 1996 but returned to Manila due to financial difficulties. They were married on April
23, 1996. After living with Rowena’s uncle, where Edward was treated like a prisoner, he
eventually escaped and returned to his parents. The couple parted ways in June 1996.

Edward filed a petition for annulment in January 2000. Rowena did not respond, leading the
trial court to order an investigation into potential collusion, which found no evidence
thereof. Psychological evaluations suggested both parties suffered from psychological
incapacity. The RTC declared the marriage null and void, a decision the Office of the
Solicitor General (OSG) appealed. The Court of Appeals reversed the RTC decision,
reinstating the marriage’s validity on grounds that the psychological incapacity was not
sufficiently proven as per the guidelines established in the Molina case. Edward then filed a
petition for review on certiorari to the Supreme Court.

Issues:

1. Whether the marriage between Edward and Rowena is null and void due to their
psychological incapacity.

2. Whether the criteria for psychological incapacity established in Republic vs. Court of
Appeals and Molina were properly applied.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court granted Edward’s petition, reversing the Court of Appeals’ decision and
reinstating the RTC’s declaration of nullity. The Court found that both parties were
psychologically incapacitated to comply with the essential marital obligations. It highlighted
that an interpretation of psychological incapacity should be done on a case-to-case basis and
that rigid standards should not be imposed that would limit the applicability of Article 36.
The Court found the psychological evaluation to be decisive and noted the direct correlation
between the parties’ conditions and their incapability to fulfill marital obligations.

Doctrine:
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The Supreme Court emphasized a case-to-case approach to determining psychological
incapacity under Article 36 of the Family Code. It clarified that while guidelines in Molina
are informative, they should not constrain judicial discretion in assessing each case’s unique
facts and evidence. The Court underscored the principle that psychological incapacity
involves conditions that are grave, severe, and incurable, which effectively incapacitate an
individual from fulfilling marital obligations.

Class Notes:

- Psychological Incapacity (Article 36, Family Code): A ground for declaring a marriage null
and void “if such incapacity becomes manifest only after its solemnization,” highlighting the
need for a thorough assessment including expert psychological evaluation.

- Molina Doctrine: Establishes guidelines for interpreting psychological incapacity but
should not be strictly applied to the detriment of the case-to-case approach mandated by the
law.

- Role of Expert Testimony: Essential in establishing the nature, gravity, and incurability of
psychological incapacity, though personal examination of the individual is not an absolute
requirement.

Historical Background:

The development of the jurisprudence on psychological incapacity reflects the Philippine
legal system’s adaptive approach to addressing marital bonds in light of evolving
psychological and societal understandings. The case reaffirms the Supreme Court’s
commitment to a pragmatic application of the law, ensuring that the sanctity of marriage is
preserved while recognizing the realities of psychological incapacity that may render a
marriage void ab initio.
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