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SUMMARY

The United States Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit affirmed judgment for the defendants in

Marion Thomas’s 42 U.S.C. § 1983 action arising from his arrest by Chicago police officers. The court

held that the challenged jury instructions were not erroneous and that the district court did not abuse

its discretion in denying a new trial based on the testimony concerning a marijuana grinder or defense

counsel’s unanswered question about Thomas’s criminal record. The court concluded that probable

cause for any crime could defeat the false-arrest claim and that the instructions adequately addressed

obstruction and resistance.
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affirmed

Appeal from the denial of a motion for a new trial after a jury verdict
for defendants in a 42 U.S.C. § 1983 action.

Jury-instruction challenges are reviewed de novo, while the precise
wording of instructions is reviewed for substantial discretion so long
as the instructions, viewed as a whole, correctly state the law. The

denial of a motion for a new trial is reviewed for abuse of discretion.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the jury instruction stating that probable cause to arrest for any crime defeats a false-arrest

claim misstated the law.

2. Whether the jury instructions adequately explained the relationship between obstructing and resisting a

law-enforcement officer under Illinois law.

3. Whether the district court abused its discretion by denying a new trial as a sanction for allegedly

fraudulent or misleading testimony concerning a marijuana-related object.

4. Whether defense counsel's unanswered question about Thomas's criminal record required a new trial.

HOLDINGS

1. The instruction was not erroneous because probable cause to arrest for any crime defeats a false-arrest

claim, even if the crime was not the offense invoked at the time of arrest.

2. The instructions, read as a whole, correctly and sufficiently informed the jury regarding Thomas's
obligation to comply with the officers' commands and whether his conduct obstructed or resisted their

authorized acts.

3. The district court did not abuse its discretion by refusing to grant a new trial under Federal Rule of Civil

Procedure 60(b)(3) or its inherent sanctioning authority.

4. The unanswered question did not warrant a new trial because the district court sustained the objection,
the criminal history was never presented to the jury, and the jury was instructed that lawyers' questions

and comments were not evidence.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Granting a new trial as a sanction is “an extraordinary remedy granted only in exceptional

circumstances.”” (12)

“Such an instruction is sufficient to negate any prejudice absent a reason to think that the jury was unable or

unwilling to follow the instructions.” (14)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Officers stopped Thomas after observing him fail to signal a left turn and smelling marijuana emanating from his
vehicle. Thomas refused repeated commands to place the vehicle in park, lower the window, and exit the
vehicle; officers removed him from the car and arrested him for obstruction and resisting. A search revealed
marijuana-related items, and Thomas was later cited for the traffic violation and marijuana possession. At trial,
the jury heard disputed testimony concerning whether one item was called a “grinder” or a “cutter,” and defense

counsel asked Thomas about his criminal record, but the court sustained Thomas's objection before he answered.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Thomas sued Officers McAuliffe, Botica, Morales, and Sanchez and the City of Chicago, asserting federal
claims for illegal search, illegal seizure, false arrest, and excessive force, plus a state-law malicious-prosecution
claim. The district court granted summary judgment on the claims against Morales and Sanchez and on the
excessive-force and malicious-prosecution claims against the remaining defendants. The remaining claims
proceeded to trial, the jury returned a defense verdict, and the district court denied Thomas's motion for a new
trial. The Seventh Circuit affirmed.
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