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SUMMARY

The court screens a prisoner’s 42 U.S.C. § 1983 complaint against three Sacramento County Superior

Court judges and a public defender. It concludes that the judges are absolutely immune from damages

liability for acts within their judicial duties and that the public defender is not a state actor under §

1983. The court denies the motions to proceed in forma pauperis as moot and recommends dismissal

without leave to amend.
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A state prisoner filed a pro se civil-rights complaint under 42 U.S.C. §
1983 and motions to proceed in forma pauperis. The magistrate judge
screened the complaint and issued an order denying the in-forma-

pauperis motions as moot and findings and recommendations that the

complaint be dismissed without leave to amend.

Mandatory prisoner-complaint screening under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A;
the court accepts well-pleaded allegations as true, construes them in
the plaintiff's favor, and dismisses claims that are frivolous, fail to

state a claim, or seek monetary relief from an immune defendant.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the complaint stated a viable § 1983 claim against the defendant judges despite absolute
judicial immunity.
2. Whether the Sacramento County public defender acted under color of state law when performing

traditional defense-lawyer functions.

3. Whether amendment would be futile and the complaint should therefore be dismissed without leave to

amend.

4. Whether plaintiff's motions to proceed in forma pauperis should be denied as moot in light of the

recommended dismissal.

HOLDINGS

1. Judges acting within the course and scope of their judicial duties are absolutely immune from liability
for damages under § 1983, absent action taken in the clear absence of all jurisdiction. The allegations
showed that the defendant judges acted within their judicial duties, so they were immune from civil
liability.

2. A public defender does not act under color of state law for purposes of § 1983 when performing a

lawyer's traditional functions, so the complaint failed to state a § 1983 claim against the public defender.

3. The complaint should be dismissed without leave to amend because amendment would be futile where

the named defendants are immune from suit or are not proper § 1983 defendants.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“A claim is legally frivolous when it lacks an arguable basis either in law or in fact.” (at 1)

“The critical inquiry is whether a constitutional claim, however inartfully pleaded, has an arguable legal and

factual basis.” (at 1)

“The relevant cases demonstrates that the factors determining whether an act by a judge is a ‘judicial’ one
relate to the nature of the act itself, i.e., whether it is a function normally performed by a judge and to the

expectation of the parties, i.e., whether they dealt with the judge in his judicial capacity.” (at 1)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiff was incarcerated at Salinas Valley State Prison and brought a § 1983 action against three Sacramento
County Superior Court judges and a Sacramento County public defender. He alleged that the defendants failed to
adequately represent him in 2023 criminal proceedings because they undermined his search for evidence. The



complaint sought relief against defendants whose alleged conduct was either judicial in nature or involved the

traditional functions of a defense attorney.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff filed a § 1983 complaint against three Sacramento County Superior Court judges and a Sacramento
County public defender, alleging inadequate representation and interference with his search for evidence in 2023
criminal proceedings. The magistrate judge conducted screening under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A, concluded that the
judges were absolutely immune and that the public defender was not a state actor, and recommended dismissal
without leave to amend. The findings and recommendations were submitted to the assigned district judge,
subject to objections within twenty-one days.

DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

None. The magistrate judge ordered plaintiff's in-forma-pauperis motions denied as moot and recommended
dismissal without leave to amend. The findings and recommendations were submitted to the assigned district

judge for review after any objections.
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