
Order Code RS22617
March 6, 2007

Supreme Court Decision in Jones v. Bock:
Exhaustion Requirements under the Prison

Litigation Reform Act

Paul Starett Wallace, Jr.
Specialist in American Public Law

American Law Division

Summary

Congress passed the Prison Litigation Reform Act (PLRA) to help reduce the strain
on the federal judicial system of extensive inmate litigation. The act mandated
exhaustion of federal and state administrative remedies before an inmate could file a
civil rights action.  The Sixth Circuit along with some other lower courts adopted
several procedural rules designed to implement this exhaustion requirement and
facilitate early judicial screening. The Supreme Court granted certiorari to resolve the
conflict in  Jones v. Bock, and two other consolidated cases, namely: Walton v.
Bouchard, and Williams v. Overton, which it unanimously decided that failure to
exhaust prison grievance procedures is an affirmative defense, thereby rejecting the
Court of Appeals’ procedural rules as exceeding the proper limits of the judical role.
The issues in these cases were: (1) whether the PLRA prescribes “total exhaustion” that
requires a federal court to dismiss a prisoner’s federal civil rights complaint for failure
to exhaust his administrative remedies whenever there is a single unexhausted claim,
despite the presence of other exhausted claims; (2) whether the PLRA requires a
prisoner to name a particular defendant in his or her administrative grievance in order
to exhaust his or her administrative remedies as to that defendant and to preserve his or
her right to sue them; and (3) whether satisfaction of the PLRA’s exhaustion
requirement is a prerequisite to a prisoner’s federal civil rights suit such that the prisoner
must allege and document in his complaint how he exhausted his administrative
remedies, or instead, whether non-exhaustion is an affirmative defense that must be pled
and proved by the defense.  The Supreme Court decided these three issues on January
22, 2007 in favor of inmate litigants, rejecting various exhaustion screening mechanisms
adopted by some of the circuits and thus making it less difficult for inmates/plaintiffs
to pursue lawsuits involving complaints about their treatment in prison. It remains to be
seen what impact this will have on the workload of the federal courts which already
consists of tens of thousands of inmate civil rights cases a year.  
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Congress enacted the Prison Litigation Reform Act (PLRA) in 1996 in response to
a significant increase in prisoner litigation in the federal courts;1 the PLRA was designed
to help unclog the court system from this litigation.2  One of the ways Congress tried to
do this was by setting up an “exhaustion” requirement.  Before prisoners may challenge
a condition of their confinement in federal court, the PLRA requires them to first exhaust
available administrative remedies by pursuing to completion whatever inmate grievance
and/or appeal procedures their prison custodians provide.3  

Petitioners, each in the custody of the Michigan Department of Corrections
(MDOC), pursued their grievances at each level of the MDOC’s grievance system and
received final decisions denying their grievances.4  Jones, who had previously sustained
back injuries, was assigned to perform physical labor over his objections.  Alleging he had
aggravated his back injury as a consequence, he filed a grievance against the officer who
assigned him to the job and the officer who, despite his objections required him to
perform the task.  His subsequent suit under 42 U.S.C. §1983 also named the warden, a
deputy warden, and prison medical personnel.  Williams was denied surgical treatment
of a painful, disfiguring condition and also denied a handicapped cell.  His section 1983
complaint covering both denials and his earlier cell accommodation grievance identified
prison and medical personnel by name; his earlier  surgical grievance did not.  Walton
challenged the racial impartiality of disciplinary action taken against him and sued several
named prison officials, although he had only named one in his unsuccessful grievances.

The Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals, held that the petitioners’ federal civil rights
complaints must be dismissed in their entirety because they failed to satisfy certain extra-
statutory rules that, according to the Court of Appeals, the PLRA’s exhaustion mandate
requires.5  Specifically the Court of Appeals held that to satisfy the PLRA’s exhaustion
requirement, prisoners must (1) either specifically allege in their complaints how and
when they exhausted their administrative remedies or attach to their complaints proof of
exhaustion, (2) have identified each individual in their initial administrative grievance
whom they later name as a defendant in their subsequent civil rights complaints, and (3)
not join in their complaints any unexhausted claims or defendants not named in their
initial grievances with exhausted claims or defendants, lest their complaints be dismissed
in their entirety.6
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The lower courts had disagreed on various aspects of the PLRA exhaustion
provision, and the Court was asked to decide these issues.  It granted certiorari in the three
cases on a consolidated basis in order to do so.7

First, there was the question of whether it’s the prisoner’s burden, in filing a lawsuit,
to plead and show that they have exhausted the prison grievance procedures, or whether
exhaustion is an affirmative defense that the accused prison officials can raise later.  The
Sixth Circuit, and some other lower courts, had held that the burden was on the prisoner
to plead and demonstrate exhaustion.8  The requirement would allow the court, without
considering the merits or requiring prison officials to respond, to refuse to accept a filing
that on its face failed to demonstrate that it was ripe for adjudication.

Second, there was the issue of how much a prisoner must do to properly exhaust their
claims in the prison grievance procedures.  Specifically, the Sixth Circuit and some of the
other courts had held that any party named as a defendant in the lawsuit must have been
named in the prison grievance process from the very beginning; otherwise, the case must
be thrown out.9  Other courts were more liberal on this issue.10

Third, there was the issue of what to do when a prisoner’s petition includes some
claims that have been exhausted and others have not.  The Sixth Circuit had held that if
even one claim were not exhausted, the whole case had to be dismissed.11  Others were
more liberal, allowing the case to move forward or allowing the complaint to be amended
so that the unexhausted claims were removed.12 

On January 22, 2007, in a unanimous opinion written by Chief Justice John Roberts,
the Supreme Court reversed the Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit and delivered a
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decision which supported  the three Michigan inmates,13 thus making it less difficult for
them to pursue lawsuits involving complaints about their treatment in prison. 

Affirmative Defense.  The Court decided that the Sixth Circuit and its minority
rule of placing the burden on the prisoner/plaintiff, was not correct.  The Federal Rules
of Civil Procedure 8(a) only requires a plaintiff to include, in their complaint, a “short and
plain statement of the claim.”14  And since the PLRA is not generally the actual source of
a prisoner’s claim, there is no reason a prisoner should have to include PLRA
requirements in his/her complaint–or more simply, whether or not the prisoner met the
exhaustion requirement is not part of their claim.15   What the Sixth Circuit did was
tantamount to creating a heightened pleading standard, and the Court did not look
favorably upon this practice.16  Additionally, in other instances, courts generally find that
issues of “exhaustion” are affirmative defenses to be raised by the defendant, and
therefore, why would it be different in these situations.17 

The Sixth Circuit had also based its reasoning on another requirement of the PLRA,
which states that courts must conduct early judicial screening of prisoner cases, to weed
out the ones that should not be there.18  Therefore, the Sixth Circuit was of the opinion
that making the plaintiff/prisoner plead exhaustion helped this process, because the court
can quickly review the complaint and know whether there has been exhaustion and
whether the case can remain or be dismissed.19  However, the Court ruled that the Sixth
Circuit was in error here too, because there is no indication that Congress intended for the
screening to be done by changing exhaustion from an affirmative defense.20 

Defendants Named.  The Court noted that the PLRA simply demands that
prisoners  exhaust whatever administrative remedies are available.21  It says nothing which
would require that all defendants be named from the beginning.22  The Court pointed out
that this may not be possible in some instances, i.e.,  where for example, the identity of
the responsible prison official is not discovered until well into the grievance process.23

Also, in this case, the Michigan Department of Corrections’ policy did not have any
provision requiring all defendants to be named in the grievance.24  It just required that the
prisoner to “be as specific as possible as well as “[b]e brief and concise” and that is what
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took place here.25  More specifically, the grievance forms call for the identification of the
official responsible to respond to the grievance, rather than that of any officials whose
conduct provides the basis for the grievance.  Thus, the petitioner/prisoner did not
wrongfully use the state’s grievance process by not naming someone as a defendant until
later in the grievance process.26

Total Exhaustion.  The Court decided that the PLRA does not require dismissing
the entire lawsuit when an inmate fails to exhaust some of the inmate’s claims
administratively.  The PLRA provides that “no action shall be brought” until there has
been exhaustion which the Sixth Circuit interpreted it to mean that the whole complaint
had to be exhausted; otherwise if Congress intended courts to dismiss only unexhausted
claims while retaining the balance of the lawsuit, the word “claim” rather than “action”
would have been used in this section.27  The Court said this reasoning is not practical
since the statutory phrase “no action shall be brought” is nothing more than boilerplate
language, which is used throughout the Federal Code and generally refers to claims rather
than full complaints or entire actions.28    The Court was neither persuaded by any of the
other policy arguments which would support the Sixth Circuit’s interpretation because the
effect of a total exhaustion rule could cause inmates to file various claims in separate
suits, to avoid the possibility of an unexhausted claim tainting the others; this certainly
would not comport with the purpose of the PLRA to reduce the quantity of inmate suits.29

The judgements of the United States Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit were
reversed, and the three cases were remanded for further proceedings consistent with the
Supreme Court’s opinion.


