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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of California denied Plaintiff Michael
Thomas’s motion to exceed the court’s 25-page limit and motion to subpoena the identities of
unidentified defendants. The court found that the § 1983 complaint alleging deliberate indifference to
serious medical needs failed to comply with Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 8 because it was
excessively detailed and lengthy. The court allowed Thomas to file an amended complaint, stand on
the existing complaint subject to a recommendation of dismissal, or voluntarily dismiss the action by
May 28, 2025.
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DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE A pro se prisoner civil-rights complaint under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 was
referred for screening under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A. Before screening,
plaintiff moved to exceed the court's twenty-five-page limit and to
subpoena the identities of Doe defendants and effect service. The court
denied both motions without prejudice, found that the complaint failed
to comply with Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 8, and gave plaintiff
options to amend, stand on the complaint, or voluntarily dismiss
without prejudice.

STANDARD OF REVIEW At screening under 28 U.S.C. § 1915A, the court accepts well-pleaded
factual allegations as true, construes a pro se complaint liberally, and
resolves doubts in the plaintiff's favor, but need not accept conclusory
allegations, unreasonable inferences, or allegations contradicted by
exhibits or matters subject to judicial notice.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether plaintiff should be permitted to exceed the Eastern District of California's twenty-five-page
complaint limit.

2. Whether discovery and service-related subpoenas should issue before the complaint had been screened
and any defendant had been served.

3. Whether the complaint's length and excessive factual detail violated Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 8.

4. What pleading and defendant-identification requirements plaintiff must satisfy if he elects to amend the
complaint.

HOLDINGS

1. The motion to exceed the twenty-five-page limit was denied without prejudice because plaintiff did not
explain why an additional forty-eight pages were necessary, and the asserted medical difficulty and
complexity of the deliberate-indifference claims did not excuse compliance with the Federal Rules.

2. Requests to subpoena the identities of Doe defendants and to effect service were premature because the
complaint had not yet been screened to determine whether the action could proceed.

3. The complaint violated Rule 8 because it was approximately seventy-three pages long, included
excessive and extraneous factual detail, and failed to present short, plain, organized statements showing
how each defendant was liable.

4. Because the deficiencies might be cured by alleging different facts and organizing the claims properly,
plaintiff was entitled to an opportunity to file an amended complaint before dismissal.

5. Section 1983 does not impose liability solely on a supervisory basis; liability requires personal
participation, direction, knowledge with failure to prevent the violation, or in limited circumstances
implementation of a constitutionally deficient policy. Monetary claims against state officials in their
official capacities are barred by the Eleventh Amendment, while individual-capacity claims and claims
for declaratory or injunctive relief against officials in their official capacities are not barred on that basis.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The Federal Rules of Civil Procedure require only that a complaint include “a short and plain statement of
the claim showing the pleader is entitled to relief . . . .”” (at 2)



“The amended complaint cannot exceed twenty-five pages and cannot refer back or incorporate by reference
any earlier complaint.” (at 7)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Michael Thomas, a former California prisoner then detained in South Dakota, alleged that CDCR medical
personnel were deliberately indifferent to serious spinal conditions, including herniated discs, spinal stenosis,
and nerve impingement. He claimed that medical officials misrepresented findings, falsified records, and refused
to authorize surgery allegedly recommended by independent neurosurgeons. His complaint consisted of
approximately seventy-three handwritten pages, including extensive summaries of medical records dating back
to 2000, and named five identified or Doe groups of defendants.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff filed an approximately seventy-three-page complaint alleging deliberate indifference to serious medical
needs by prison medical staff and officials. No defendant had been served. The magistrate judge denied
plaintiff's motions, declined to complete merits screening of the deficient pleading, and ordered plaintiff by May
28, 2025, to file an amended complaint, stand on the existing complaint subject to a recommendation of
dismissal, or voluntarily dismiss the action.
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