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BELLOSILLO, J.:

Crucia in any prosecution for rape is the credibility of the complaining witness for that alone is sufficient to
convict the accused.[1] It is therefore with extreme caution that this Court examines the veracity of the testimony
of the complaining witnessin the light of human nature and experience.

Raoberto San Juan was charged before the Regional Trial Court of Taavera, Nueva Ecija with rape for having
carnal knowledge of Rowena Morla while poking a bladed instrument at her neck; with violence and intimidation
in other words.[2]

On 1 April 1997 the trial court found accused guilty as charged, sentenced him to reclusion perpetua and to
indemnify the victim in the amount of P50,000.00 as well as to pay the costs. The trial court also ordered that his
period of detention be credited to him in full provided that he had agreed in writing to abide by and comply
strictly with the rules and regulations of the institution where he was detained.

According to complaining witness Rowena Morla, a sixteen (16)-year old high school student, in the evening of 4
May 1994 she was sleeping in her room in the family’s residence at Barangay Catalanacan, Mufioz, Nueva Ecija.
Her parents were also asleep in their adjoining room about four (4) to five (5) meters away. Rowena claimed that
at around 11:45 o'clock that same evening she was awakened by akiss on her lips. When she opened her eyes she
saw her neighbor Roberto San Juan near her with a seven (7)-inch long bladed weapon poked at the right side of
her neck while his other hand pinned her neck down. He ordered her to keep quiet otherwise he would kill her.
She cried out which roused her father from sleep in the next room. Her father asked what was the matter. But,
overcome with fear, she could only answer "Wala po."

The accused then told her to go out of the house with him. She walked in front of him while he held her in front
by the neck with his left hand and poked the knife at her nape with his right hand. The sharp point of the knife
touched her skin. They passed by two (2) houses then proceeded to the open field at the back of the chapel some
forty (40) meters away from her house. The surroundings were quiet since the neighborhood was asleep. He
ordered her to lie down then took off her T-shirt and brassiere. He pulled down her short pants and panty to her
knees. He kissed her, mashed her private parts, then mounted her. She was powerless against him since the bladed
weapon remained poked at her neck, alternately held by his hands. He inserted his penis into her vagina and she
felt intense pain. Unsatisfied, he momentarily disengaged himself from her and completely removed her short
pants and panty. Again, he mounted her and copulated with her. All the while, she kept her hands by her side
afraid that a slight move would cause the knife to nick her neck. When he stood up he told her to put on her
clothes. He then asked her about her necklace which she often wore. She replied that it was in her house but
offered to get it for him. She had thought of that ploy so that she could leave him and go home. He also told her to
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get her clothes.

She was back home twenty (20) minutes past midnight. According to Rowena, she woke her parents up and told
them about her experience. Her mother immediately consulted her own mother, brothers and sisters, about the
incident. Forty-five (45) minutes after Rowena's revelation, she was subjected to medical examination which
showed "(a) Laceration of the hymen (fresh) at 12, 10 and 6 o’clock; and, (b) contusion with laceration, labia
minora still bleeding."[3] Then she reported the incident to the police authorities of Mufioz, Nueva Ecija, before
whom she executed a sworn statement.

The accused Roberto San Juan, thirty-two (32) years old, claimed that he and Rowena were sweethearts since 1
January 1994 and had been meeting regularly at the store of his sister Ludy San Juan some seven (7) meters away
from Rowena's house. He went to Rowena's house past 10:00 o'clock in the evening of 4 May 1994, upon her
invitation. She herself opened the door and invited him to her bedroom to get something. While inside her
bedroom they talked. Her father who was in his bedroom was awakened and asked, "Sino yan?' Rowena
answered, "Wala, po!"

The accused then went out of the house. Rowena followed him. She suggested that they go behind the chapel to
avoid being seen by her parents who did not favor their relationship as he had separated from his wife.

At the back of the chapel they talked and then made love. Rowena even removed her short pants and panty as
these hindered their lovemaking. After satisfying their lust, Rowena agreed to elope with him, but since she knew
that he did not have enough money she told him about her necklace which she left at home. They agreed that she
would go back to her house for the necklace and some clothes, and then return. But he got tired waiting for her, so
he went near her house. He overheard Rowena s mother scolding her because she had gone out unmindful of the
circumstance that it was already midnight and that they wanted her to end her relationship with him.

Five (5) minutes later, he left. When he arrived home, which was already about 2:00 o'clock in the morning, he
found the police waiting for him. He was invited for questioning at the police station and thereafter subjected to
preliminary investigation.

Ludy San Juan narrated that she often saw her brother Roberto together with Rowena at her store talking to each
other, apparently as sweethearts. In January 1994 Roberto admitted to Ludy his amorous relationship with
Rowena, which the latter confirmed to her on 14 February 1994.

On the basis of the narration of Rowena, the trial court convicted the accused. It found her actuations consistent
with her charge that the accused raped her -

X X X X the testimony of Rowena who was in tears and crying while describing the incident that transpired on
May 4, 1994 particularly on how the knife was poked to her neck, the sharp end touching her skin; being
ordered to keep silent or else he will kill her (tsn, March 7, 1995, p. 10) and then with her pinned by the neck,
was led forty (40) meters away and thereafter at the back of a chapel was made to lie down and became
submissive because of fear of the knife still held by the accused who took advantage and had carnal knowledge
of her, was credible. The description of the incident is candid and convincing and her lack of resistance and
meek submission to the lust of the accused who held her captive with the knife poked to her as she was made
to lie down, her shorts and underwear removed up (sic) to her knees, and thereafter was penetrated by the
accused were all plausible. Her being continuously under such state of fright and shock, after the accused had
inserted his penisinto her vagina and thereafter her shorts and underwear were totally taken off by the accused
and once more had inserted his private part into hers, with her hands at her sides, is also worthy of belief
because she had stated, "if she moves, the pointed knife might get inside her neck" (tsn, March 7, 1995, p. 15).
That, she was ordered to get her necklace and some clothes which she did not do nor return to the accused
because as she said, the accused was not her boyfriend and she had made up her going home in order to be
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home (Ibid., p. 19), deserve credence X X X X

Rowena not only divulged what had happened to her to her mother as soon as she got home but she willingly
went with her and other relatives to have herself medically examined by Dr. Lazaro at 1:05 am. of May 5,
1994 or only after an hour from the incident (tsn, May 20, 1994, p. 12) and to file immediately thereafter a
complaint-affidavit with the Mufioz Police Station (tsn, Oct. 6, 1995, pp. 4 & 5).[4]

On the other hand, the trial court dismissed the defense of the accused as a mere concoction to escape criminal
liability -
x X X X If indeed they are sweethearts and had agreed to elope, he should have accompanied Rowena in going
back as near to her house from where they could both then easily get away the soonest possible time. Instead,
the accused let Rowena go home alone just waiting for her forty (40) meters away and only after he got bored
waiting did he follow. Allegedly, he went near the house staying there for five (5) minutes, thus, being able to
hear Rowena being scolded and thereafter leaving (tsn, Oct. 23, 1996, pp. 9 & 10). If indeed, they had agreed
to elope, he should have waited longer for an opportunity to effect their elopement or even to talk to her but
this was not done.[5]

Accused-appellant now argues that no violence or intimidation was employed on Rowena since neither her
clothes were soiled nor did she sustain any external injury. Asit was, she did not put up a struggle against him. He
then invites attention to her testimony that she was the one who woke her parents up which contradicts the
testimony of her mother Gloria that she and her husband were roused from sleep when Rowena returned to their
house that night. He insists that Rowena voluntarily went with him to the back of the chapel because she was his
sweetheart for several months and their coitus was just a consequence of their love affair.

After thoroughly reviewing the evidence on record, this Court cannot rest easy on the conviction of the accused
by the court a quo. Thus, we are impelled very strongly to overturn the verdict.

No evidence was presented by the prosecution on how accused-appellant gained entry into the Morlas residence
that evening of 4 May 1994 as to show that his claim was just a cock-and-bull story, i.e., that he only acceded to
the invitation of Rowenato go to her house and that she herself opened the door.

Rowena narrated that she was awakened when she felt somebody kissing her on the lips and then she recognized
accused-appellant. However, in the preliminary investigation conducted a day after the incident her account
changed. She said, "While | was sleeping on that night of May 4, 1994, | saw Roberto San Juan entered (sic) my
mosquito net and pointed a bladed weapon at me x x X x."[6] The preliminary investigation was conducted at 9:45
o'clock in the morning of 5 May 1994[7] so it was to be expected that her recollection of the incident was fresh.
But, it is indeed perplexing why she did not stand by her prior narration when she testified in court. The
inconsistency in her narrations appears to be a clear manifestation of her prevarication in an effort to hide the
truth.

Rowena testified that her bedroom only had a curtain to serve as a shutter of her door.[8] The same was true with
her parents bedroom which was merely four (4) to five (5) meters away from hers[9] She recognized
accused-appellant easily after she was awakened by him. Given the circumstances that her bedroom and that of
her parents only had curtains for door shutters and merely four (4) to five (5) meters apart, and that
accused-appellant was not covering himself, much less was he in disguise, as he was readily recognized by
Rowena, it is hard to believe that he entered the house with a criminal mind or malicious design. A criminal
would not be so bold as to enter a house at night with at least two (2) occupied bedrooms a few meters apart, with
curtains only for door shutters, and then proceed to enter one of them to rape its resident, with his face uncovered.
The occupants in the other bedroom could easily come to the rescue of his victim and perhaps kill him for being
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an intruder in their abode.

Rowena narrated that her father heard her cry which prompted him to call out to her and ask what was the matter.
Her plain answer was, "Wala, po!" From this, it appears that her father was satisfied with her reply because he
remained in his bedroom. This story is difficult to accept. It is not a natural behavior for a father who heard his
young daughter cry out in the middle of the night, alone in her room, to simply ask for the reason therefor and
leaveit at that. He could have requested her mother to ascertain if their daughter was all right.

Rowena estimated that her bedroom was only five (5) meters from the door of their house[10] This is a
considerable distance but she failed to demonstrate how she and accused-appellant were able to leave the house
unnoticed by her parents, especially by her father, taking into account that her loud cry had awakened him.

Rowena continued to picture accused-appellant as a lionhearted felon who could afford to snatch her from her
room holding her throat on the front with one hand while pointing a knife at her nape when her parents were
apparently awake in the other room some four (4) to five (5) meters away from hers, and then passing two (2)
houses and the chapel where they made love behind it. On this score lies another improbability. A criminal would
not hold the throat of his victim with one hand and poke a knife at her nape with the other while passing by
inhabited places even if the surroundings were tranquil and the neighbors were believed to be asleep. The
probability was not remote that someone could be awake and see them by accident. From whatever direction
Rowena and accused-appellant might be viewed while walking under those circumstances, no other conclusion
could be reached than that accused-appellant really meant to harm Rowena.

It was aso thoroughly inconvenient, if not unnecessary, for Tomas and Rowena to walk a distance of forty (40)
meters in such an ungainly stance. Thus, the likelihood that they in fact assumed that position appears improbable.
Rowena also testified that the sharp point of the knife touched her skin. But if so, the contact should have left a
distinct mark because the hand holding the knife could not so easily be controlled as to prevent it from hurting the
skin of Rowena; yet, the medical examination conducted on her body failed to show any marks on her neck. The
scenario depicted by Rowena may be typical of a hostage-taking drama, resorted to whenever the life or liberty of
the hostage-taker is at stake. However, in the present case, neither the life nor the liberty of accused-appellant was
in any way imperiled so there was absolutely no reason for him to intimidate Rowena in such manner. After all,
she did not appear to have offered any resistance to him.

But the most intriguing part in Rowenad's testimony after the sexual act may be found in the following quoted
portion of her testimony -

Q:

After the second rape, what happened?

A:

He stood and | aso stood up and he was asking me about a necklace, sir.
Q:

What is that necklace?

A:

My necklace, sir. (The witness was holding her necklace on her neck).

Q:
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Who owns that necklace?

A:

It'smine, Sir.

Q:

And why isit that he was asking the same?

A:

He wanted to get it from me, sir, probably he wanted to sell it.

Q:

Isthe accused your boyfriend?

A:

No, sir. Jjalex

Q:

Was that not only given to you by the accused?

A:

No, sir.

Atty. de Belen: And what is the reason why he was asking from you that necklace?
A:

| do not know from (sic) him, sir.

Q:

Were you wearing that necklace at the time that you were being asked of it?
A:

No, sir.

Q:

Why he was (sic) asking?

A:

| do not know, sir, but the necklace has been (sic) being used by me very often.
Q:

Y ou were using or wearing the necklace almost daily?

A:

Yes, Sir.
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What was your answer to that demand?

A:

| told him that | haveto get it at home and deliver it to him, sir.
Q:

Why did you tell that to him that you are (sic) going to deliver that necklace when he is (sic) not your
boyfriend and that he has not given it to you?

A:
Because of my desireto go home, sir X X X X
Q:

Because of that answer of yours that you are (sic) going to get the necklace and you will (sic) give it to the
accused you were able to escape?

A:

Yes, Sir.

Q:

Y ou went directly to what place? Accta mis
A:

| went home, sir x X X x[11]

The narration that accused-appellant wanted to get the necklace of Rowena but since she was not wearing it at that
time he agreed to let her go home then return with the necklace is quite incredible, if not absurd. Noteworthy is
that Rowena did not mention in her testimony that accused-appellant threatened her or the members of her family
with harm should she fail to return, or in case she divulged the incident to anyone. We gather from her account
that after accused-appellant stole her chastity he also wanted to steal her jewelry. It is unthinkable that a rapist
who laid bare his identity even at the initial stage of the crime would require his victim, after the consummation
thereof and without threat of harm, to go home forty (40) meters away to get her jewelry and then wait for her to
deliver it to him. The risk that the victim might blow the whistle along the way, even before reaching home, was
great.

Moreover, a criminal demands delivery of valuables to him when ransom, blackmail or trickery (e.g., arelative of
the victim is supposedly in a state of emergency and needs a certain amount of money or jewelry to be exchanged
for cash) is involved. The common denominator in these situations is reciprocal giving and taking by the victim
and criminal. The criminal has the cutting edge, leaving his victim with no other choice but to give up his money
or other valuables. Here, accused-appellant did not even have an assurance, other than Rowena’'s promise, that
she would come back with the jewelry.

During the cross-examination, Rowena disclosed that accused-appellant not only asked for her necklace -
Q:
And before you were alowed to go home Roberto San Juan instructed you to get your necklace, am | correct?

A:
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Yes, sir.

Q:

And he also ordered you to get clothes, am | correct?
A:

Yes, sir X X X X[12]

That disclosure of Rowena prompted her counsel to ask re-direct questions. Unfortunately, the answers obtained
from her only highlighted what the defense had unearthed -

Q:

Likewise upon query of counsel that clothes were asked from you by the accused, what clothes were those that
were asked by the accused from you?

A:
He told me to get and bring my clothes, sir (italics supplied).[13]

From Rowena's own lips, she unwittingly lent credence to accused-appellant’s claim that they actually planned
to elope. If hisintention was to take the necklace of Rowena, it would be irrelevant to further require her to bring
her clothes. After al, a sixteen (16)-year old high school student like her would not normally have expensive
pieces of clothing.

According to Rowena, she woke her parents up when she reached home and disclosed the rape committed against
her. However, this was contradicted by her mother who said that she and her husband were awakened when
Rowena came home. Rowena then told them she was raped by accused-appellant. The inconsistency as to whether
Rowena woke her parents up or her parents were awakened when she arrived home may appear trivial but only at
first glance, for it gains significance when taken together with our previous assessment of her testimony. We
consider the inconsistency as another badge of falsehood.

We also consider the fact that accused-appellant did not flee. When he went home at around 2:00 o'clock the
following morning, the policemen were already there waiting for him. They invited him to the police station for
questioning. A few hours thereafter, he was subjected to preliminary investigation. If Rowena was indeed telling
the truth, i.e., that accused-appellant raped her and then ordered her to go home to get her necklace, the mere fact
that she failed to return was a warning signal for him to immediately hide himself and not to go home. The logical
post-incident impulse of a criminal isto distance himself from his victim as far and as soon as practicable to avoid
discovery and apprehension.[14]

Taking Rowenas version in its totality, we find ourselves unable to concur with the credibility accorded to it by
the trial court. For evidence to be believed, it must not only proceed from the mouth of a credible witness but
must be credible in itself such as the common experience and observation of mankind can approve as probable
under the circumstances.[15] The test to determine the value of the testimony of a witness is whether such isin
conformity with knowledge and consistent with the experience of mankind.[16] Whatever is repugnant to these
standards becomes incredible and lies outside of judicia cognizance.[17]

It is notable that the contradictions and vacillations we observed in Rowena's testimonies referred to the initia

and final stages of her story. Was she awakened by a kiss on the lips by accused-appellant, or was she awakened
when he entered her mosquito net? Did she purposely wake her parents up or were they simply awakened when
she returned home? Her anamnesis wavered on these aspects apparently in her obvious desire to twist the events
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to suit her purpose.

The other portions of Rowena's testimony were simply unreliable. Her statements that accused-appellant shoved
aknife at her neck inside her bedroom without explaining how he was able to enter their house at that late hour
when everybody was already asleep; that her father was awakened when she cried; that she and accused-appel lant
were able to leave the house unnoticed; that accused-appellant held the front of her neck or throat with one hand
and poked a knife at her nape with the other hand while walking towards the open field; that she was raped with
the knife still pointed at her neck; and, that she was able to leave accused-appellant by promising that she would
return with her jewelry, al appear to have been scripted by her or for her. The knife pointed at her neck was
mentioned to show the use of violence or intimidation but the plot was too simplistic that it overlooked vital
angles. Rowena adhered to the claim that accused-appellant held a knife at her neck from beginning to end, that is,
from the time she was awakened inside her bedroom and while walking towards the open field forty (40) meters
away from her house until the consummation of the rape. When a witness fabricates a story, he usually adopts a
simple account because a complex one might lead to entanglement which may be difficult to disentangle. Along
the same line, the experience of the courts and the general observations of humanity teach us that the natural
limitations of our inventive faculties are such that if a witness delivers in court a false narrative containing
numerous details, he is almost certain to fall into fatal inconsistencies, to make statements which can be readily
refuted, or to expose in his demeanor the falsity of his message.[18]

Rowena stated that her mother consulted her relatives after the incident. We infer therefrom that these relatives
took the occasion to collectively exert moral ascendancy over her and pressured her into immediately seeking
medical examination, and to file the rape charge. It is not farfetched to state that they injected diametrical details
into her memory to distort the real occurrence. As Rowena's testimony was thus unravelled, she contradicted
herself on certain points while the rest was dubious or wanting in significant details.

On the other hand, we find worthy of credit the version of accused-appellant that his sexual union with Rowena
was consensual. He declared that Rowena asked him in the early hours of 4 May 1994 to go to her house in the
evening. When he arrived there at past ten, she opened the door then invited him to her bedroom to get something.
While inside, they talked. Her father was awakened and from his bedroom asked, "Sino yan?' She answered,
"Wala, po!" Accused-appellant then left the house followed by Rowena. She suggested that they go behind the
chapel to avoid being seen by her parents who were against their relationship. There, they talked then made love.
Afterwards, Rowena agreed to elope with him but since she knew that he did not have much money she told him
about her necklace which she left at home. They agreed that she would go back home for the necklace and some
clothes, then she would return and join him. He got tired waiting for her so he went near her house and overheard
Rowena’ s mother berating her. He left.

The trial court considered as proof that there was no planned elopement the circumstance that accused-appellant
had allowed Rowena to go home by herself and just waited for her to return and that after hearing Rowena’'s
mother scolding her he left instead of waiting around for a chance to at least talk with Rowena. We do not share
the view of the trial court. We believe instead that his departure meant that he accepted the fact that their plan to
elope had been thwarted. And while he might have failed to introduce proofs of his "sweetheart theory" such as
love letters, gifts and the like,[19] other than the testimony of his sister which we find to be biased per se, we find
these no longer pertinent. The unwitting disclosure of Rowena herself that she was ordered by accused-appellant
to return with her jewelry and clothes was already an adequate indication that the two (2) intended to run away.

The present case brings to mind People v. Godoy[20] where accused-appellant, a physics teacher of the rape
victim, likewise proferred the main defense that he and the complainant were sweethearts. In acquitting him we
ratiocinated -
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X X X X While the "sweetheart theory" does not often gain favor with this Court, such is not always the case if
the hard fact is that the accused and the supposed victim are, in truth, intimately related except that, asis usual
in most cases, either the relationship isillicit or the victims' parents are against it. It is not improbable that in
some instances, when the relationship is uncovered, the alleged victim or her parents for that matter would
rather take the risk of instituting a criminal action in the hope that the court would take the cudgels for them
than for the woman to admit to her own acts of indiscretion. And this, as the records reved, is precisely what
happened to appellant x X X X

The Court takes judicial cognizance of the fact that in rural areas in the Philippines, young ladies are strictly
required to act with circumspection and prudence. Great caution is observed so that their reputation shall
remain untainted. Any breath of scandal which brings dishonor to their character humiliates their entire
families. It could precisely be that complainant’s mother wanted to save face in the community where
everybody knows everybody else, and in an effort to conceal her daughter’s indiscretion and escape the
wagging tongues of their small rural community, she had to weave the scenario of this rape dramax x x x

Enshrined in the Bill of Rightsisthe right of the accused to be presumed innocent until the contrary is proved, and
to overcome the presumption nothing but proof beyond reasonable doubt must be established by the prosecution.
If the prosecution fails to discharge its burden, as in the present case, then it is not only the accused’ s right to be
freed; it is, even more, the court's constitutional duty to acquit him.[21]

WHEREFORE, the Decision appealed from convicting accused-appellant Roberto San Juan of rape and
sentencing him to suffer the penalty of reclusion perpetua, ordering him to indemnify Rowena Morla in the
amount of P50,000.00 and to pay the costs, is REVERSED and SET ASIDE. Accused-appellant is ACQUITTED
and ordered immediately released from custody unless held for some other lawful cause.

The Director of Prisons is DIRECTED to implement this Decision forthwith and to inform this Court within five
(5) days from receipt hereof of the date accused-appellant was actually released from confinement. Costs de
oficio.

SO ORDERED.

Mendoza, Quisumbing, Buena, and De Leon, Jr., JJ., concur.
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One subscription unlocks the entire J.D. curriculum - every subject, every lesson, with your progress tracked down to
the paragraph so you can pick up exactly where you left off, on any device.

Mock examsthat tell you whereyou stand.

Timed multiple-choice exams graded instantly, with per-subject score breakdowns and focus suggestions that point you
at your weakest topics first.

A study planner that keepsyou on pace.

Set your schedule and BATAS tells you every day whether you are on track for bar day - and exactly which lesson to
take next.

Start free at https://batas.org

The law library is free forever - and your first lesson is one click away.

The text of this document is an official public record and remains in the public domain. Formatting, presentation, and compilation © 2026
batas.org.

Downloaded free from the batas.org Law Library. Share it freely - the library is free for every law student, bar reviewee, and practitioner.
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