UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF
CALIFORNIA

Wright v. Deforest

Wright - No. 2:24-cv-0420 CSK P - Decided June 23, 2025

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of California screened a state prisoner’s
amended 42 U.S.C. § 1983 complaint. The court found potentially cognizable First and Eighth
Amendment retaliation and conditions-of-confinement claims against several defendants, while
dismissing or declining to proceed on official-capacity damages claims, certain Fourteenth
Amendment, access-to-courts, equal-protection, defamation, and state-law claims, and unrelated
claims against defendant C. Griffith. The court gave the plaintiff the option to proceed on the

cognizable claims or file a second amended complaint.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Screening of a state prisoner’s amended complaint under 28 U.S.C. §
1915A.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A, the court must dismiss prisoner claims that

are frivolous, malicious, fail to state a claim, or seek monetary relief
from an immune defendant. On screening, the court accepts well-
pleaded allegations as true and construes the complaint liberally, but

conclusory allegations and legal conclusions do not suffice.
PRECEDENTIAL VALUE unpublished district court order; nonprecedential

PARTIES Athelstan A. Wright v. M. Deforest, A. Albrecht, D. Jodin, M. Murphy,
R. St. Andre, C. Griffith
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1

. Whether the amended complaint stated potentially cognizable First Amendment retaliation and Eighth

Amendment claims under § 1983.

. Whether claims for money damages against defendants in their official capacities were barred by

Eleventh Amendment immunity.

. Whether the amended complaint stated Fourteenth Amendment, access-to-courts, equal protection,

defamation, or state-law claims.

. Whether claims against C. Griffith were improperly joined under Federal Rules of Civil Procedure 20

and 21.

. Whether plaintiff should be granted leave to amend or an opportunity to proceed on the cognizable

claims.

HOLDINGS

1.

Claims for monetary damages against state officials sued in their official capacities are barred by the
Eleventh Amendment absent waiver, while official-capacity claims for prospective injunctive relief and

individual-capacity claims are not barred on that basis.

. The amended complaint states potentially cognizable First Amendment retaliation claims against M.

Deforest, A. Albrecht, and D. Jodin based on alleged false rules violation reports and other conduct
undertaken in retaliation for plaintiff’s grievances, and against D. Jodin, M. Murphy, and A. Albrecht

based on alleged retaliatory conduct in September 2022.

. The amended complaint states potentially cognizable Eighth Amendment claims against M. Deforest, A.

Albrecht, and D. Jodin based on plaintiff’s placement and retention in administrative segregation for
ninety-seven days allegedly resulting from a false rules violation report, and against R. St. Andre based

on alleged placement and retention in administrative segregation and failure to intervene.

. Plaintiff failed to state separate Fourteenth Amendment or access-to-courts claims in claim one; those

claims were dismissed with leave to amend.

. Plaintiff failed to state an equal protection claim based on defendants searching only his cell, because he

did not allege protected-class discrimination or intentional differential treatment lacking a rational

relationship to a legitimate state purpose.

. The alleged libel or defamation did not state a federal constitutional claim under § 1983, and the cited

criminal and state-law provisions did not independently support the pleaded federal claims; the claims

were dismissed without prejudice.



7. The claims against C. Griffith were unrelated to the claims against the other defendants and were
improperly joined; they were dismissed without prejudice rather than severed because the allegations did
not clearly state a cognizable claim.

8. Plaintiff was entitled to choose between proceeding on the potentially cognizable claims or filing a

second amended complaint to attempt to cure the identified deficiencies.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The allegations in the amended complaint are sufficient at least to state potentially cognizable claims as
follows” (at 13-14)

“Claims for damages against the state, its agencies, or its officers for actions performed in their official
capacities are barred under the Eleventh Amendment, unless the state waives its immunity.” (at 5)

“Unrelated claims against unrelated defendants belong in different suits™ (at 10)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiff alleged that California prison officials authored or contributed to false rules violation reports and
retaliated against him for filing administrative grievances. He alleged that the reports resulted in approximately
ninety-seven days in administrative segregation and other restrictions, losses, and injuries. He also alleged
improper searches, destruction or mishandling of property, defamation, due process and equal protection

violations, and unrelated conduct by defendant C. Griffith involving a later rules violation report.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff, a state prisoner proceeding pro se and in forma pauperis, filed an amended complaint under 42 U.S.C. §
1983. The court screened the pleading, found several First and Eighth Amendment claims potentially cognizable,
dismissed other claims without prejudice or with leave to amend, dismissed unrelated claims against C. Griffith

without prejudice, and gave plaintiff thirty days either to proceed on the cognizable claims or file a second
amended complaint.
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