
UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE WESTERN DISTRICT OF
TENNESSEE, WESTERN DIVISION

Marilyn Donald, as next-of-kin and wrongful death representative of
the late Marcus Donald, in her individual capacity, and Charles

Donald, as next-of-kin and wrongful death representative of the late
Marcus Donald, in his individual capacity v. Floyd Bonner, Jr., et al.

Donald v. Bonner · No. 2:23-cv-02738-TLP-atc · Decided May 26, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Western District of Tennessee grants Sheriff Floyd Bonner,
Jr.’s and Chief Jailer Kirk Fields’ Rule 12(b)(6) motions to dismiss individual-capacity supervisory-
liability claims arising from the death of a detainee in the Shelby County Jail. The court holds that the
complaint does not plausibly allege that either defendant engaged in active unconstitutional behavior
or personally caused the alleged constitutional violation. The court therefore concludes that both
defendants are entitled to qualified immunity, while leaving unresolved whether the Eighth or
Fourteenth Amendment governs the underlying failure-to-protect claim.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiffs brought claims under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 and the Tennessee
Governmental Tort Liability Act arising from the death of a detainee or
prisoner in the Shelby County Jail. Sheriff Floyd Bonner, Jr. and Chief
Jailer Kirk Fields moved under Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 12(b)
(6) to dismiss the individual-capacity supervisory-liability claims. The
court granted both motions.



STANDARD OF REVIEW On a Rule 12(b)(6) motion, the court accepts well-pleaded factual
allegations as true and determines whether the complaint states a claim
that is plausible on its face. In evaluating qualified immunity at the
pleading stage, the plaintiff bears the burden of plausibly alleging both
a constitutional violation and violation of a clearly established right.
The court may consider exhibits referenced in and central to the
complaint, and a document that contradicts the complaint controls over
inconsistent allegations.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the amended complaint plausibly alleged that Sheriff Bonner personally engaged in active
unconstitutional behavior or caused Donald's death through supervisory conduct.

2. Whether the amended complaint plausibly alleged that Chief Jailer Fields actively authorized, approved,
or knowingly acquiesced in unconstitutional conduct through jail staffing and post-classification
decisions.

3. Whether Bonner and Fields were entitled to qualified immunity because the complaint failed to
plausibly allege a constitutional violation attributable to either defendant.

HOLDINGS

1. The amended complaint did not plausibly allege that Bonner personally authorized, approved,
encouraged, or knowingly acquiesced in unconstitutional conduct, or that he actively participated in the
staffing procedures alleged to have caused Donald's death. General responsibility as sheriff and
generalized knowledge of understaffing were insufficient.

2. The amended complaint did not plausibly allege that Fields actively authorized, approved, or knowingly
acquiesced in unconstitutional conduct. Allegations that Fields created or authorized a post-classification
system and inadequately allocated limited staff did not establish that he abandoned his specific duties or
personally caused the alleged constitutional injury.

3. Bonner and Fields were entitled to qualified immunity at the pleading stage because the complaint failed
to plausibly allege a constitutional violation attributable to either defendant through supervisory liability.



KEY QUOTATIONS

“This means an official cannot be held vicariously liable for their subordinate’s unconstitutional actions.”
(PageID 1919)

“These limits require the plaintiff to plausibly allege that (1) the defendant engaged in “active
unconstitutional behavior” as a supervisor; and (2) the defendant’s unconstitutional behavior was the factual
and proximate cause of the plaintiff’s injuries.” (PageID 1920)

“The allegations of Bonner’s connection to the Jail’s staffing is simply “too attenuated” to show active
involvement.” (PageID 1954)

“In sum, Fields’ active involvement in the Jail’s allegedly inadequate staffing does not meet supervisory
liability’s “sharp limits.”” (PageID 2003)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

While detained at the Shelby County Jail, Marcus Donald was placed in a cell with Stephen Robinson, who
strangled him on the night of November 17, 2022. Donald remained on life support until doctors declared him
brain dead on November 23, 2022. Plaintiffs alleged that Robinson had threatened Donald, that Donald and other
inmates had warned jail personnel, and that officers failed to respond promptly after the attack. They further
alleged that longstanding understaffing and changes to jail staffing patterns contributed to inadequate inmate
monitoring.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Marcus Donald's parents sued various jail officials and Shelby County after Donald was strangled by his
cellmate and later died. Plaintiffs filed an amended complaint alleging, among other things, supervisory liability
based on jail understaffing and staffing-pattern changes. The court previously denied motions by Bonner and
Shelby County challenging the complaint's length and plausibility, but granted the present Rule 12(b)(6) motions
by Bonner and Fields because the amended complaint did not plausibly allege their personal, active involvement
in unconstitutional conduct.
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