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SUMMARY

The Sixth Circuit held that Michael Anthony Williams's pro se complaint adequately stated an Eighth

Amendment excessive-force claim based on prison officials' use of a chemical agent during a forced

cell transfer. The court concluded that the allegations plausibly supported both the subjective and

objective components of the claim and that the district court improperly dismissed the complaint at

screening. The judgment was reversed and the case remanded for further proceedings.
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State prisoner appealed the sua sponte dismissal of his 42 U.S.C. §
1983 complaint at the Prison Litigation Reform Act screening stage for

failure to state a claim.

De novo review of a district court's dismissal of a complaint for failure
to state a claim. Well-pleaded allegations are accepted as true, and pro

se complaints are liberally construed.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the district court erred in dismissing Williams's § 1983 complaint at screening for failure to

state an Eighth Amendment excessive-force claim.

2. Whether allegations of coughing and a shortage of oxygen caused by the use of a chemical agent were

insufficient as a matter of law because the alleged injury was de minimis.

3. Whether the complaint plausibly alleged that prison officials used force maliciously or sadistically rather
than in a good-faith effort to maintain or restore discipline.

HOLDINGS

1. The complaint plausibly stated an Eighth Amendment claim because it alleged that an assault squad used
a chemical agent to disable Williams after he merely questioned an order, and the alleged use and

amount of force could have been unnecessary and malicious.

2. The alleged injury was not an adequate basis for dismissal because the Eighth Amendment inquiry
focuses on the nature of the force rather than requiring proof of a significant injury.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Injury and force . . . are only imperfectly correlated, and it is the latter that ultimately counts.” (631 F.3d at
384)

“An inmate who is gratuitously beaten by guards does not lose his ability to pursue an excessive force claim

merely because he has the good fortune to escape without serious injury.” (631 F.3d at 384)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Williams, a state inmate at the Oaks Correctional Facility, alleged that prison officers ordered him to transfer
from one administrative-segregation housing unit to another. After he asked why he had to pack up, an assault
squad entered the cellblock and released a chemical agent that caused him to cough and experience a shortage of
oxygen. Williams alleged that the force was unnecessary and constituted cruel and unusual punishment under the
Eighth Amendment.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Williams filed a § 1983 action alleging that prison officials used a chemical agent during a cell transfer, causing
coughing and a shortage of oxygen. A magistrate judge recommended dismissal for failure to state a claim, and
the district court adopted that recommendation on June 19, 2008, reasoning that the injury was de minimis and

that the force was used in a good-faith effort to maintain discipline. The Sixth Circuit reversed and remanded.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS



The case was remanded for further proceedings consistent with the opinion.
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