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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Southern District of Texas dismissed Jerry Lee Thomas’s pro
se civil-rights action under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 following screening under the Prison Litigation Reform
Act. The court held that the claims against the district attorney were barred by prosecutorial immunity,
the claims against appointed defense counsel and a private individual failed to involve state action, and
the claims against the police defendants were barred as premature under Heck v. Humphrey. The
dismissal counted as a strike under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(g).
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DISPOSITION dismissed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE A pro se pretrial detainee proceeding in forma pauperis filed a 42
U.S.C. § 1983 civil-rights action arising from his arrest and pending
state criminal proceedings. The district court screened the complaint
under the Prison Litigation Reform Act and dismissed all claims.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court screened the prisoner complaint under 28 U.S.C. §§ 1915A
and 1915(e), accepting well-pleaded factual allegations as true,
liberally construing the pro se pleading, and dismissing claims that
were frivolous, failed to state a plausible claim, or sought relief from
an immune defendant.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unpublished district court memorandum opinion; precedential status
not stated.

PARTIES Jerry Lee Thomas v. Hope Thomas, Caleb Beacham, Stephen Gustitis,
C. McConnell, Whitehead
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the claims against the district attorney were barred by absolute prosecutorial immunity.

2. Whether a court-appointed criminal defense attorney acts under color of state law for purposes of 42
U.S.C. § 1983.

3. Whether the private complainant could be liable under § 1983 absent allegations that she acted under
color of state law or jointly with state actors.

4. Whether the false-arrest and malicious-prosecution claims against the police defendants were barred as
premature under Heck v. Humphrey while the related state criminal charges remained pending.

5. Whether the complaint should be dismissed during PLRA screening for immunity, failure to state a
claim, or frivolousness.

HOLDINGS

1. A district attorney is absolutely immune from § 1983 relief for actions taken in initiating and pursuing a
criminal prosecution and presenting the State's case when those actions are intimately associated with
the judicial phase of the criminal process. Because Thomas challenged Beacham's conduct in bringing
and pursuing the pending criminal charges, the claims were dismissed as seeking relief from an immune
defendant.

2. A court-appointed defense attorney does not act under color of state law when performing traditional
defense functions on behalf of a criminal defendant and therefore generally cannot be sued under § 1983
for those actions.

3. A private person is not liable under § 1983 absent allegations that she acted under color of state law or
was a willful participant in joint action with the State or its agents. Because Thomas alleged no such
facts, his claims against Hope Thomas failed to state a claim.

4. While related criminal charges remain pending, § 1983 claims challenging an arrest or prosecution are
barred as premature when success would necessarily imply the invalidity of those charges or a resulting
conviction. Thomas's claims against McConnell and Whitehead were therefore frivolous and dismissed
with prejudice to reassertion if the Heck favorable-termination condition is later satisfied.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Section 1983 does not create any substantive rights, but instead was designed to provide a remedy for
violations of statutory and constitutional rights.” (3/12)



“A complaint fails to state a claim upon which relief can be granted if does not contain “sufficient factual
matter, accepted as true, to state a claim to relief that is plausible on its face.”” (4/12)

“This includes immunity “for their ponduct in initiating a mrocecuion and in presenting the State’s case
insofar as that conduct is intimately associated with the judicial phase of the criminal process.”” (6/12)

“Neither public defenders nor appointed or retained private defense attorneys act under color of state law
when performing a lawyer’s traditional functions in representing a criminal defendant because, in that
capacity, he or she is acting on behalf of the defendant rather than on behalf of the State.” (7/12)

“Heck bars any cause of action under § 1983, regardless of the type of relief sought, that would necessarily
imply that a conviction or sentence is invalid unless the conviction has already been invalidated through.
proper channels.” (10/12)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Thomas was a pretrial detainee awaiting trial in Brazos County on a charge of assault on a pregnant person. He
alleged that Hope Thomas initiated a physical altercation, that he acted defensively, and that she later falsely
reported to police that he had started the fight. He sued the prosecutor, his court-appointed defense attorney,
Hope Thomas, a detective, and a police officer, challenging his arrest and the handling of his pending criminal
case.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Thomas filed his complaint on December 1, 2025, alleging false arrest, malicious prosecution, prosecutorial
misconduct, ineffective assistance of counsel, and related civil-rights violations. The court conducted screening
under 28 U.S.C. §§ 1915A and 1915(e), dismissed the claims against the district attorney, appointed defense
counsel, and Hope Thomas with prejudice, dismissed the claims against the police defendants with prejudice to
reassertion if the Heck favorable-termination condition is satisfied, denied pending motions as moot, and
directed that final judgment be entered separately. The dismissal counts as a strike under 28 U.S.C. § 1915(g).
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