UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE SOUTHERN DISTRICT OF

ILLINOIS

Harper v. Wargo

No. 26-cv-434-NJR (S.D. Ill. May 12, 2026) - No. 26-cv-434-NJR - Decided May 12, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Southern District of Illinois dismissed Eazs A. Harper’s 42

U.S.C. § 1983 prisoner complaint following preliminary screening under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A. The

court held that claims against the judge and prosecutors were barred by absolute immunity, claims

against appointed counsel were not actionable under § 1983, the FOIA-related claim failed to state a

constitutional claim, and damages claims concerning Harper’s conviction were barred by Heck v.

Humphrey. The court dismissed the Heck-barred claims without prejudice, dismissed the remaining

claims with prejudice, denied the motion for preliminary injunction as moot, assessed a strike under 28
U.S.C. § 1915(g), and directed the clerk to close the case.
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26-cv-434-NJR

dismissed

Prisoner civil-rights action under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 subjected to
preliminary screening under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A, together with a

motion for preliminary injunction.

Under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A, the court screens a prisoner complaint and
dismisses any portion that is frivolous, malicious, fails to state a claim,

or seeks damages from an immune defendant.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1.

Whether the judge and prosecutors were immune from Harper's § 1983 damages claims based on

judicial and prosecutorial acts.

. Whether Harper's trial and appellate attorneys could be sued under § 1983.

. Whether Harper stated a viable § 1983 due-process claim against a state FOIA officer for failing to

provide requested records.

. Whether Harper's damages claims based on alleged fabrication of evidence and suppression of

exculpatory evidence were barred by Heck v. Humphrey because success would necessarily imply the
invalidity of his outstanding conviction or sentence.

. Whether Harper could obtain a new trial or dismissal of his conviction through a § 1983 action rather

than a federal habeas petition.

. Whether Harper was entitled to a preliminary injunction compelling production of documents under

Illinois FOIA.

HOLDINGS

1.

A judge is absolutely immune from § 1983 damages liability for judicial acts, including rulings made
during the criminal case and the alleged failure to recuse.

. State prosecutors are absolutely immune from § 1983 damages claims arising from initiating a

prosecution and presenting the state's case.

. Harper's trial and appellate attorneys were not proper defendants under § 1983.

. Harper failed to state a federal constitutional claim against the Illinois State Police FOIA officer for

failing to provide documents because Illinois FOIA governs requests to state agencies, § 1983 does not

enforce state law, and Illinois FOIA does not provide a cause of action against an individual employee.

. A state prisoner may not maintain a § 1983 damages claim when success would necessarily imply the

invalidity of an outstanding conviction or sentence unless the conviction or sentence has already been

invalidated through an authorized mechanism.

. A state prisoner seeking to challenge the validity of a conviction or sentence must proceed through

federal habeas corpus under 28 U.S.C. § 2254 after exhausting available state-court remedies; a § 1983

action cannot provide a new trial or dismissal of the conviction.

. Harper was not entitled to a preliminary injunction compelling production of the requested documents

because his FOIA theory did not state a viable claim.



KEY QUOTATIONS

“in order to recover damages for allegedly unconstitutional conviction or imprisonment, or for other harm
caused by actions whose unlawfulness would render a conviction or sentence invalid, a § 1983 plaintiff must
prove that the conviction or sentence has been reversed on direct appeal, expunged by executive order,
declared invalid by a state tribunal authorized to make such determination, or called into question by a
federal court’s issuance of a writ of habeas corpus, 28 U.S.C. § 2254.” (Discussion)

“The claim for damages for violations by law enforcement is DISMISSED without prejudice. All other claims
are DISMISSED with prejudice.” (Disposition)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Harper was convicted in Illinois state court of murder, attempted murder, and a gun offense and received a
sentence exceeding 80 years. He alleged that police officers fabricated evidence, made false statements, coerced
witnesses, misled the grand jury, and withheld exculpatory evidence, and that prosecutors and defense counsel
failed to address those problems. He also challenged rulings and alleged bias by the state-court judge and
claimed that an Illinois State Police FOIA officer failed to provide requested documents. Harper did not allege

that his conviction or sentence had been reversed, expunged, declared invalid, or otherwise called into question
by habeas relief.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Harper, an Illinois prisoner, filed a § 1983 complaint alleging constitutional violations arising from his criminal
prosecution and conviction, seeking damages, a new trial, or dismissal of his conviction. He also moved for a
preliminary injunction seeking documents requested under the Illinois Freedom of Information Act. The district
court dismissed the complaint for failure to state a claim, dismissing the law-enforcement damages claim
without prejudice and all other claims with prejudice, denied the preliminary-injunction motion as moot, counted

the dismissal as a strike under § 1915(g), and directed the Clerk to close the case.
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