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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court held that neither a State nor state officials acting in their official capacities are
"persons" subject to suit under 42 U.S.C. § 1983. The Court reasoned that the statutory text, legislative
history, sovereign-immunity principles, and the federal-state balance did not support treating States as
§ 1983 defendants. The judgment of the Michigan Supreme Court was affirmed.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a State is a person within the meaning of 42 U.S.C. § 1983.

2. Whether a state official acting in an official capacity is a person within the meaning of § 1983 when the
plaintiff seeks damages.

3. Whether the official-capacity distinction for prospective injunctive relief changes the treatment of a state
official under § 1983.

HOLDINGS

1. A State is not a person within the meaning of § 1983 and therefore is not subject to liability under that
statute.

2. A state official sued in an official capacity is not a person under § 1983 when the action is treated as one
against the official's office or the State itself.

3. A state official sued in an official capacity for prospective injunctive relief may be treated as a person
under § 1983 because such an action is not treated as an action against the State.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that neither a State nor its officials acting in their official capacities are “persons” under § 1983.”
(71)

“For the reasons that follow, we reaffirm today what we had concluded prior to Monell and what some have
considered implicit in Quern: that a State is not a person within the meaning of § 1983.” (64)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Ray Will alleged that the Michigan Department of State Police denied him a promotion to data systems analyst
because his brother had been a student activist and was the subject of a departmental red-squad file. He sued the
Department and its Director in the Director's official capacity under § 1983 in Michigan state court. A civil-
service grievance hearing resulted in a finding that the denial was based on partisan considerations, and the state
trial judge found a violation of the United States Constitution.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Will filed a § 1983 action in Michigan Circuit Court alleging that he was denied a promotion for an
unconstitutional reason. The Circuit Court remanded the matter for a civil-service grievance hearing; Will then
filed an essentially identical action in the Michigan Court of Claims. After the Civil Service Commission ruled
in Will's favor, the state trial judge found a constitutional violation and allowed the Court of Claims action to
proceed. The Michigan Court of Appeals vacated the judgment against the Department of State Police and
remanded regarding the official's possible immunity. The Michigan Supreme Court held that neither the State
nor the state official acting in an official capacity was a person under § 1983, and the United States Supreme
Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION



affirmed
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