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### Title:
Kalaw vs. Fernandez, Philippine Supreme Court, GR No. 149498, Revisiting Psychological
Incapacity as a Ground for Nullity of Marriage

### Facts:
Valerio E. Kalaw filed a petition for the declaration of nullity of his marriage with Ma. Elena
Fernandez under Article 36 of the Family Code, alleging the psychological incapacity of his
wife, Ma. Elena Fernandez, to perform essential marital obligations. Kalaw claimed that
Fernandez’s  behaviors,  including  frequent  mahjong  sessions,  visits  to  beauty  parlors,
partying  with  friends,  and  alleged  infidelity,  constituted  psychological  incapacity.  He
presented expert witnesses, a psychologist Dr. Cristina Gates and a canon law expert Fr.
Gerard Healy, to support his claim. However, Fernandez refuted these allegations, arguing
she played mahjong with her husband’s consent and did not neglect her family duties.

The Regional Trial Court (RTC) ruled in favor of Kalaw, declaring the marriage null and void
based on psychological incapacity. The Court of Appeals (CA) reversed this decision, stating
that  the  evidence  presented  was  insufficient  to  support  the  claim  of  psychological
incapacity. The Supreme Court affirmed the CA decision on September 19, 2011, leading to
Kalaw’s Motion for Reconsideration.

### Issues:
1. **Whether the findings of the RTC regarding the psychological incapacity of Ma. Elena
Fernandez should be upheld.**
2. **Whether the expert opinions presented by Dr. Gates and Fr. Healy sufficiently proved
Fernandez’s psychological incapacity.**
3. **Whether the sufficiency of the evidence was adequately considered in declaring the
psychological incapacity of both parties or only one party.**

### Court’s Decision:
1. **Findings of the RTC**: The Supreme Court initially dismissed the RTC’s findings and
the  expert  opinions  presented  by  Kalaw,  citing  inadequate  bases.  However,  upon
reconsideration, the Court ruled that the RTC, having direct access to the testimonies and
psychological evaluations, should hold its findings valid unless manifestly erroneous. The
RTC’s assessment deserved ing of  weight as they closely examined the demeanor and
credibility of the witnesses and evidence presented.

2. **Expert Opinions**: The Supreme Court retracted its previous disregard for the expert
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opinions of Dr. Gates and Fr. Healy. Dr. Gates based her conclusions not solely on Kalaw’s
testimonies  but  on  various  interviews  and  clinical  records  indicating  Fernandez’s
personality disorder diagnoses. Similarly, Fr. Healy’s expert testimony on the canon law’s
standards for psychological incapacity was deemed pertinent given the origin of Article 36
from Canon Law. The lack of  a direct psychological  examination of  Fernandez did not
invalidate the findings as the totality of other presented evidence sufficed.

3. **Sufficiency of Evidence**: The Supreme Court acknowledged that while there might be
no overwhelming evidence of Fernandez’s alleged habits, the overall diagnostic evaluations
and background checks validated the claims of psychological incapacity. Moreover, both
parties’  mutual  psychological  incapacity  to  perform  marital  duties  was  substantiated,
reflecting an irreparable flaw in the marital bond.

Hence, the Supreme Court granted the Motion for Reconsideration, reinstating the RTC’s
decision, which nullified the marriage ab initio based on psychological incapacity under
Article 36 of the Family Code.

### Doctrine:
1. **Psychological Incapacity under Article 36**: The term refers to a mental illness that is
grave, permanent, and existing at the time of the marriage, making a party unaware of
essential marital duties and responsibilities.
2. **Totality of Evidence Consideration**: Courts are directed to consider the totality of the
evidence, expert evaluations, and factual circumstances, without strict reliance on rigid
guidelines from Republic v. Court of Appeals (Molina case).
3. **Expert Testimony Credibility**: Expert opinions should be weighed alongside other
substantial  evidence.  Courts  can  determine  psychological  incapacity  without  personal
examinations if the presented evidence comprehensively substantiates the incapacity.

### Class Notes:
–  **Element  of  Psychological  Incapacity**:  Grave,  severe,  and  incurable  psychological
disorder existing at the time of marriage (Art. 36, Family Code).
– **Burden of Proof**: The plaintiff (petitioner) carries the burden to prove said incapacity
sufficiently.
–  **Consideration  of  Expert  Opinions**:  Courts  must  give  weight  to  expert  witnesses’
testimony regarding psychological incapacity if it is well-supported by evidence.
– **Statutory Provision**: Article 36 of the Family Code in conjunction with Articles 68, 69,
and 71 concerning mutual marital obligations.
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### Historical Background:
The Family Code of the Philippines was significantly influenced by Canon Law, particularly
regarding the definition of  and guidelines  for  psychological  incapacity.  Prior  landmark
cases, such as Santos vs. Court of Appeals and Republic vs. Court of Appeals (Molina case),
have shaped stringent interpretations of Article 36, which the Kalaw vs. Fernandez decision
attempts to recalibrate to be less rigid, considering the unique nature of every marriage’s
dissolution circumstances.


