
UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE WESTERN DISTRICT OF
VIRGINIA, ROANOKE DIVISION

Les Christopher Burns v. Haley Lowman
Burns v. Lowman · No. 7:25-cv-00370 · Decided May 4, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Western District of Virginia considers a pro se inmate’s 42
U.S.C. § 1983 claims against a nurse practitioner alleging retaliation for filing a grievance and
unconstitutional medical isolation. The court concludes that the complaint fails to plausibly allege the
defendant’s personal involvement or establish a First, Eighth, or Fourteenth Amendment violation. The
court grants the defendant’s Rule 12(b)(6) motion to dismiss.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff brought a pro se action under 42 U.S.C. § 1983. Defendant
moved under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 12(b)(6) to dismiss for
failure to state a claim. The parties consented to magistrate-judge
jurisdiction.

STANDARD OF REVIEW On a Rule 12(b)(6) motion, the court viewed well-pleaded allegations
in the light most favorable to the plaintiff and assessed whether the
complaint contained sufficient factual matter to state a plausible claim
for relief. The court also construed the pro se complaint liberally while
requiring it to meet the minimum threshold of plausibility.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the complaint plausibly alleged that Lowman was personally involved in a constitutional
deprivation under 42 U.S.C. § 1983.

2. Whether the complaint stated a First Amendment retaliation claim based on Burns's filing of a grievance.

3. Whether the complaint stated an Eighth Amendment conditions-of-confinement claim or, if Burns was a
pretrial detainee, a Fourteenth Amendment due-process claim.

4. Whether Burns could supplement or amend the complaint through allegations made in his opposition
brief.

HOLDINGS

1. A § 1983 complaint must allege facts showing each defendant's personal involvement in the alleged
constitutional deprivation; merely naming a defendant in the caption is insufficient. Burns's complaint
did not plausibly allege Lowman's personal involvement.

2. The complaint failed to state a First Amendment retaliation claim because it did not plausibly allege that
Lowman took any action adversely affecting Burns's First Amendment rights.

3. The complaint failed to state an Eighth Amendment conditions-of-confinement claim because the vague
allegation of medical isolation did not plausibly satisfy the objective or subjective components of such a
claim.

4. Assuming Burns was a pretrial detainee, the complaint failed to state a Fourteenth Amendment
conditions-of-confinement claim because it did not plausibly allege that Lowman knowingly,
intentionally, or recklessly failed to address a substantial risk of serious harm.

5. A plaintiff may not amend a complaint by adding new allegations in a response to a motion to dismiss.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A plaintiff “must plead that each Government-official defendant, through the Official’s own individual
conduct, has violated the Constitution.””

“Being the primary care physician and the sole decision maker regarding the plaintiff’s care, responsibility is
in the defendants[’] hands alone.”

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Burns, a Virginia inmate, alleged that after filing a grievance concerning negligence, a newly sustained injury,
missing narcotic medication, and denial of prescribed medications and diet, he was moved from a medical
monitoring unit to a medical isolation cell as reprisal. Lowman was the sole named defendant, but the complaint



did not identify specific conduct by her connecting her to the alleged retaliation, medication issues, or conditions
of confinement. Burns later attempted to provide additional allegations in his opposition to the motion to
dismiss.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Burns alleged that Haley Lowman retaliated against him for filing a grievance by moving him from a medical
monitoring unit to a medical isolation cell and that he missed prescribed medications. Lowman moved to
dismiss. The court granted the motion, concluding that the complaint did not plausibly allege Lowman's personal
involvement or viable First, Eighth, or Fourteenth Amendment claims.

DISPOSITION

dismissed
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