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INTING, J.:

Before the Court is a Petition for Review on Certiorari[1] filed by Edgardo G. Laguda (Edgardo) assailing the
Decision[2] dated October 25, 2024, and the Resolution[3] dated March 17, 2025, of the Court of Appeals (CA) in
CA-G.R. CV No. 07013. In the assailed dispositions, the CA affirmed the Decision[4] dated March 1, 2018, and
the Resolution[5] dated August 14, 2018, of Branch 20, Regional Trial Court (RTC), Mambusao, Capiz in Civil
Case No. M-15-0403-04 that denied petitioner's Petition for Declaration of Nullity of Marriage.

The Antecedents
On November 12, 1998, Edgardo and Johnna M. Manguardia-Laguda (Johnna) got married.

Instead of securing a marriage license, they availed themselves of an exemption and executed a Joint Affidavit
stating that they had been living together as husband and wife for five (5) years prior to their date of marriage.
The Presiding Judge of the Municipal Trial Court in Cities, Branch 1, Roxas City solemnized the marriage and
had it registered with the City Civil Registrar of Roxas City under Registry No. 98-888.

The couple have two children.[6]

In 2015, Edgardo filed a petition for declaration of nullity of his marriage to Johnna. He alleged that he met
Johnna in early 1997 while serving as a member of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) in Maguindanao.
Despite being stationed there, he occasionally visited her in Cudian, Ivisan, Capiz, where she lived with her
parents. Later that year, Johnna became pregnant and gave birth to their first child on April 1, 1998.[7]

In his petition, Edgardo averred the following: He was pressured to marry Johnna due to her family's disapproval
of their relationship which resulted in a child born out of wedlock, and to preserve his morale as a member of the
AFP. Thus, he sought assistance from someone who could expedite the marriage process. The facilitator informed
him that they could dispense with a marriage license requirement and requested him to sign certain documents.[8]
After the marriage ceremony, he learned that one of the documents he had signed was an affidavit of cohabitation.
However, he denied the truth of its contents considering that he and Johnna could not have lived together for five
(5) years prior to their marriage, as they had only met a year before and he had been stationed in Maguindanao.
Thus, the affidavit is invalid, and their marriage is null and void for lack of a marriage license.[9]

Johnna was psychologically incapacitated to comply with her essential marital obligations. Despite sending her
monthly financial support, she frequently complained about money matters and persuaded him to take out a loan
from a lending institution. He agreed and later made the payments, only to discover that Johnna had fabricated the
story and merely deceived him to obtain money.[10] Also, Johnna communicated with him only when she needed
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something and often treated him disrespectfully, using belittling and degrading language against him even in
public. Her behavior manifested her psychological incapacity, warranting a declaration of nullity of their
marriage.[11]

For her part, Johnna denied Edgardo's allegations. She countered that they began their courtship in 1993 and not
in 1997. They started cohabiting in 1993, initially in her sister's house and later in the residence of Edgardo's
mother. Eventually, they had their own home in Maralag, Mambusao, Capiz. Although Edgardo was later
assigned to Maguindanao, the former regularly went home and lived with them until around 2009.[12]

Johnna admitted that she and Edgardo executed an affidavit of cohabitation in lieu of a marriage license and
Edgardo knew and understood the contents of the document. As to Edgardo's claim of her psychological
incapacity, she denied manipulating her in taking a loan, or receiving loan payments. She vehemently denied the
ill-behavior attributed to her by Edgardo.[13]

During the trial, Edgardo presented the judicial affidavit of Cezar L. Leonor (Leonor), his neighbor, to corroborate
that he and Johnna did not live together prior to marriage. He also presented the judicial affidavit of Nelson Potato
(Potato), his friend from a neighboring barangay, to support his claim that Johnna was psychologically
incapacitated.[14] Leonor testified that he had long been Edgardo's neighbor and friend, and that he only heard
about Johnna shortly before the marriage. Leonor further testified that came to know of Johnna only in 1998 when
the couple got married. In all the years the couple lived in his neighborhood, he never saw Edgardo with a
girlfriend, although he did not frequent Edgardo's house and merely passed by it.[15] On the part of Potato, he
testified that he was the former Punong Barangay of Brgy. Pang-pang, Mambusao, Capiz, and likewise a
long-time friend of Edgardo. He recounted that sometime in 1999, upon learning that Edgardo had returned from
his AFP assignment, he visited his house. While he was there, he heard a woman shouting and engaging in a
heated argument with Edgardo. He later learned that the woman was Johnna.[16]

For her part, Johnna did not present any evidence.[17]

The Ruling of the RTC
In its Decision[18] dated March 1, 2018, the RTC denied the petition for declaration of nullity of marriage. It held
that Edgardo failed to prove and establish that he and Johnna did not meet the required five-year period of
cohabitation; and that he unknowingly signed the affidavit of cohabitation. Still, it held that Edgardo failed to
establish Johnna's psychological incapacity to comply with her essential marital obligations.[19]

On April 25, 2018, Edgardo filed a motion for reconsideration, but the RTC denied it in a Resolution[20] dated
August 14, 2018.

Edgardo appealed to the CA.

In his Appeal before the CA, Edgardo argued that the affidavit of cohabitation was false, as he and Johnna could
not have lived together as husband and wife for five years prior to their marriage. He maintained that the affidavit
was invalid for purposes of the marriage license exemption, rendering their marriage null and void for lack of a
marriage license.[21] He likewise asserted that Johnna was psychologically incapacitated to perform her essential
marital obligations, describing her as manipulative, deceitful, and addicted to gambling; that she communicated
with him only for money and habitually disrespected him; and that Johnna failed to rebut his and his witnesses'
testimonies on her alleged erratic behavior.[22]

In response, Johnna contended that Edgardo failed to establish the nullity of their marriage. She maintained that
he voluntarily signed the affidavit of cohabitation and failed to corroborate his claim that they had not lived
together for five years before marrying. She likewise denied being psychologically incapacitated, emphasizing
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that his allegations of her "nagging" and negative behavior did not amount to incapacity under the law. She added
that doubts should be resolved in favor of the validity and continuation of marriage.[23]

The Office of the Solicitor General (OSG) supported the RTC's findings, arguing that the absence of a marriage
license did not render the marriage void, as the parties had executed an affidavit of cohabitation. It noted that
Edgardo's witnesses lacked personal knowledge of the alleged false declarations and that their testimonies were
insufficient to support his claims.[24]

As to the alleged psychological incapacity, the OSG argued that Edgardo's evidence is inadequate, pointing out
that he presented no expert testimony and failed to establish the gravity, juridical antecedence, and incurability of
the alleged condition. It opined that, at most, Johnna's conduct reflected immaturity or indifference which does
not constitute psychological incapacity under Article 36 of the Family Code.[25]

The Ruling of the CA
In a Decision[26] dated October 25, 2024, the CA affirmed the RTC's denial of the petition. It held that Edgardo
failed to prove any ground to declare the marriage void.

The CA explained that under Article 34 of the Family Code, couples who have lived together as husband and wife
for at least five years may validly marry without a license upon executing an affidavit of cohabitation.

The CA rejected Edgardo's attack on the truthfulness of the affidavit that he and Johnna had signed considering
that they never lived together for the required period. It held that the affidavit being a notarized document, it
enjoys the presumption of regularity, and the burden was on Edgardo to present clear and convincing evidence to
disprove its contents; that he failed to prove his assertions and was inconsistent in saying when he and Johnna
actually met; that he failed to present reliable evidence to refute the affidavit's declarations; and that the testimony
of his neighbor, Leonor, was unhelpful, as the latter had no personal knowledge of the couple's relationship.[27]
Thus, Edgardo failed to prove that the affidavit contained falsehoods.[28]

The CA ruled that Johnna, on the other hand, gave a coherent account of her life with Edgardo. She asserted that
they lived with family members before eventually settling in their own home; that Edgardo regularly returned
home despite his work assignment in Mindanao; that his absences in their home did not break the continuity of
their cohabitation; that not proof was presented to show a third-party relationship that could negate exclusivity.

Finally, the CA found no merit in Edgardo's allegation that the marriage should be declared void under Article 36
on the ground of psychological incapacity. It declared that as held in Tan-Andal v. Andal,[29] psychological
incapacity must be shown to be rooted in the spouse's personality structure, existing at the time of marriage,
incurable in a legal sense, and grave enough to prevent compliance with essential marital obligations. But
Edgardo failed to satisfy any of these requirements. His only witness knew Johnna only after the marriage, and the
behaviors he described, such as arguments, misunderstandings, and occasional outbursts, were ordinary marital
incidents, not proof of psychological incapacity. Edgardo also failed to identify which essential marital
obligations Johnna was allegedly unable to perform.[30]

In sum, the CA held that Edgardo failed to overcome the presumption of regularity of the affidavit of cohabitation
and failed to prove psychological incapacity by clear and convincing evidence. The CA thus upheld the validity of
the marriage.

In a Resolution[31] dated March 17, 2025, the CA denied Edgardo's motion for reconsideration.

Hence, the present Petition.

The Issues
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The issues before the Court are:

- Whether the marriage is void for lack of a marriage license due to an allegedly false affidavit of cohabitation.

- Whether Johnna is psychologically incapacitated under Article 36 of the Family Code.

The Ruling of the Court
The Petition lacks merit.

The Court finds no reason to overturn the CA's ruling that affirmed the RTC's denial of Edgardo's petition for
declaration of nullity of his marriage to Johnna.

Marriage is an inviolable social institution protected by the Constitution and the law. Every intendment of the law
leans toward the preservation, not the dissolution, of marriage. Hence, a party who alleges the nullity of a
marriage bears the burden of proving the same by clear and convincing evidence.[32] Bare allegations and
self-serving testimonies cannot overthrow the strong presumption of validity accorded to this solemn contract.

Edgardo failed to prove the supposed falsity of the affidavit of cohabitation

Edgardo insists that the marriage is void because it was solemnized without a marriage license. He claims that the
Joint Affidavit of Cohabitation he signed was false, as the parties had not lived together for five years prior to the
marriage.

The argument is unpersuasive.

It is undisputed that the parties executed a Joint Affidavit of Cohabitation, duly notarized, attesting that they had
lived together as husband and wife for at least five years prior to their marriage. A notarized document enjoys the
presumption of regularity and due execution. This presumption is not easily overcome and can be rebutted only by
clear, convincing, and credible evidence[33] showing that the statements therein are false or that the affiant was
deceived as to its contents.

In the present case, Edgardo merely alleged that he was unaware of what he signed and that the affidavit was
false. He failed, however, to present any convincing proof that the affidavit was fraudulently prepared, or that he
was coerced or deceived into signing it. His mere claim that he did not read the document, or that he was unaware
of its contents does not excuse him from the legal effects of his voluntary act. The law presumes that a person
who signs a document has read and understood it; one cannot later on repudiate its contents simply because the
outcome proves unfavorable. Further, Edgardo's own witness, Leonor, had no personal knowledge of the couple's
relationship and therefore could not credibly dispute the contents of the affidavit.

Moreover, Edgardo failed to present clear and credible evidence that the parties did not, in fact, cohabit as
husband and wife prior to their marriage. His testimony is inconsistent. At one point, he stated that he met Johnna
in 1997 but later on, he alleged that he knew her as early as 1996. He likewise failed to explain how his military
assignment in Mindanao precluded cohabitation, given that Johnna credibly testified that Edgardo regularly
returned home to Capiz and stayed with her whenever possible. As the Court has ruled in Niñal v. Bayadog,[34]
the five-year cohabitation period required under Article 34[35] of the Family Code is characterized by exclusivity
and continuity, not necessarily by daily physical proximity. The fact that a spouse is temporarily away due to
employment or assignment does not, by itself, interrupt the continuity of the cohabitation, provided the
relationship remains exclusive and the intent to live as husband and wife persists. There is no showing that
Edgardo and Johnna's relationship lacked these elements. Rather, the surrounding circumstances indicate that the
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parties' pre-marital cohabitation exhibited both exclusivity and continuity. There is no evidence that either party
was involved with another person during this period; the absence of any third-party relationship reinforces the
exclusivity of their union. As aforesaid, Edgardo's intermittent absences due to his military assignment in
Maguindanao did not necessarily break the continuity of their cohabitation. Johnna's testimony that Edgardo
regularly returned home to their family whenever possible demonstrates the sustained nature of their partnership
despite physical distance.

As the alleged falsity of the affidavit of cohabitation was not proven, the marriage cannot be declared void for
lack of a marriage license.

Equally telling is the long passage of time before Edgardo sought to challenge the affidavit's truthfulness, nearly
two decades after the marriage and after having built a family with two children. This delay undermines his claim
and suggests acquiescence, if not acknowledgment, of the veracity of their sworn statements. Taken together,
these circumstances strongly indicate that the couple's cohabitation was continuous, exclusive, and undertaken in
good faith, satisfying the conditions for exemption from the marriage license requirement under Article 34 of the
Family Code.

Psychological incapacity was not proven

Edgardo failed to substantiate his claim that Johnna is psychologically incapacitated within the contemplation of
Article 36[36] of the Family Code. Article 36 of the Family Code contemplates a serious and incurable
psychological illness existing at the time of the marriage that renders a spouse incapable of understanding and
fulfilling the essential obligations of marriage.[37] In Tan-Andal v. Andal,[38] the Court clarified that
psychological incapacity is not a mere difficulty, refusal, or unwillingness to perform marital duties, but a
deep-rooted condition of the personality structure that makes compliance with such duties impossible. It must be
shown to exist prior to the marriage, must be grave, and must be incurable in the juridical sense.[39]

Edgardo's allegations fall far short of this standard. His allegations that Johnna deceived him regarding a loan,
communicated with him only when she needed money, used harsh language, and engaged in quarrels, reflect at
most immaturity, incompatibility, and emotional shortcomings. These are ordinary human frailties which do not
constitute psychological incapacity. They may suggest marital conflict, but they do not indicate a psychological
condition so grave and enduring that it renders a spouse incapable of performing the essential obligations of
marriage.

His witness, Potato, was not competent to testify on Johnna's psychological state at the time of marriage, as he
knew her only after the wedding and could only recount a single argument between the spouses. Such isolated
incidents cannot establish the existence of a grave and incurable personality structure. Edgardo identified no
essential marital obligation that Johnna was allegedly unable to assume. His testimony focused on behavior he
found unacceptable, rather than a legally cognizable incapacity.

Indeed, what the evidence reveals is not a psychologically incapacitated spouse, but a strained relationship arising
from ordinary human failings. The Court cannot allow the remedy of nullity to be used as a convenient escape
from a marriage that has turned sour. As aforesaid, psychological incapacity does not refer to mere refusal,
difficulty, or unwillingness to perform marital obligations. It is not established by trivial disagreements or by traits
typically encountered in marriages that encounter strain. The evidence presented does not meet the high threshold
required by law and jurisprudence.
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All told, Edgardo failed to establish either of the grounds he invoked for the declaration of nullity of his marriage.
The notarized affidavit of cohabitation remains valid and effective, and the evidence on record does not
demonstrate any psychological incapacity on Johnna's part within the meaning of Article 36 of the Family Code.

ACCORDINGLY, the Petition is DENIED. The Decision dated October 25, 2024, and the Resolution dated
March 17, 2025, of the Court of Appeals in CA-G.R. CV No. 07013 affirming the Regional Trial Court's
judgment denying the petition for declaration of nullity of marriage are AFFIRMED.

SO ORDERED.

Caguioa (Chairperson), Gaerlan, Dimaampao, and Singh, JJ., concur.
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