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FACTS AND BACKGROUND 
 
Terence Tekoh worked as a nursing assistant at a medical complex. A patient at the complex alleged 
that he sexually assaulted her. Carlos Vega, a law enforcement officer, questioned Tekoh at the 
medical complex without reading Tekoh his Miranda rights. Tekoh provided a written statement in 
which he acknowledged inappropriately touching the patient’s genitals. He was subsequently arrested 
and tried in state court for unlawful sexual penetration. Although his statement was admitted into 
evidence, he was ultimately acquitted. He then filed a lawsuit for damages in federal district court 
against Vega and other defendants, seeking damages under a federal civil rights statute (42 USC 1983) 
for violation of his constitutional rights. He argued that the use of an un-Mirandized statement violated 
his Fifth Amendment right against compelled self-incrimination. 
 
LOWER COURT RULING 
 
A jury ruled in favor of Vega at the district court level. The Ninth Circuit, however, held that use of an 
un-Mirandized statement against a defendant in a criminal trial violates the Fifth Amendment and may 
support a Section 1983 claim. It reversed and remanded the case, ordering a new trial.  
 
QUESTION PRESENTED FOR THE U.S. SUPREME COURT 
 
The issue before the court was whether the use of an un-Mirandized statement against a defendant in 
a criminal case is grounds for a Section 1983 civil lawsuit.  
 
 
HOLDING BY THE U.S. SUPREME COURT 
 
The Supreme Court held that a violation of the Miranda rules does not provide a basis for a §1983 
claim. Section 1983 authorizes a cause of action against anyone acting under color of state law who 
subjects a person or to the deprivation of any rights, privileges, or immunities secured by the 
Constitution and laws.i Tekoh argued that admission of his un-Mirandized statement constituted a 
violation of his Fifth Amendment rights, thereby providing a basis for his Section 1983 lawsuit. But in 
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ruling against Tekoh, the Court distinguished between constitutional rights and “prophylactic rules” 
such as the requirement to provide Miranda warnings. A violation of a prophylactic rule is not the 
same as a violation of the right the prophylactic rule exists to protect. As the Court noted, the Fifth 
Amendment is concerned with compelled self-incrimination, but Miranda’s requirements go well 
beyond that. For example, requiring notice of the right to have an attorney present during questioning 
goes beyond prohibiting compelled self-incrimination; rather, it is a procedural safeguard put in place 
to protect a suspect’s Fifth Amendment right against compelled self-incrimination. The Miranda 
opinion itself acknowledged that the Constitution does not require “adherence to any particular 
solution for the inherent compulsions of the interrogation process” and that its newly-created rules 
might not be necessary if Congress or the states adopted other measures that were equally effective.  
 
The Court noted that, under its precedent, the application of prophylactic rules must be weighted in 
terms of benefits versus costs, and accordingly the Court has ruled in several prior cases that a 
suspect’s un-Mirandized statements can be admitted into evidence. For example, a suspect’s un-
Mirandized statement made following his arrest was permitted to impeach his credibility when he 
testified at his own trial, even though the prosecution conceded that it could not have introduced that 
statement if the defendant had chosen not to testify. Holding otherwise would have allowed Miranda 
to be used a shield against perjury, an end not contemplated by the Fifth Amendment. In the case 
before it, the Court reasoned that permitting Tekoh to sue under Section 1983 would have serious 
costs, such as raising a host of procedural questions for lower courts and forcing federal courts to re-
adjudicate matters already decided by state courts. It thus concluded that appropriate remedy for a 
failure to provide Miranda warnings is to exclude the relevant statements during trial.  
 
 
MEANING FOR TEXAS 
 
All states, not just Texas, will benefit from the Court’s decision. While law enforcement routinely 
provides Miranda warnings as it is required to do, situations can arise where the applicability of 
Miranda is unclear. For example, Miranda applies only to “custodial interrogations,” but it not always 
clear when a suspect is in custody, especially in the first few moments of an encounter between a 
suspect and law enforcement. Had the Court ruled in favor of Tekoh, law enforcement officers would 
face a much greater risk of being sued for damages for alleged Miranda violations than they do today, 
even though the suspect’s Fifth Amendment right against compelled self-incrimination was not 
violated. This greater risk of liability would likely have had a chilling effect on the ability of law 
enforcement personnel to carry out their duties. The National Association of Police Organizations 
(NAPO) submitted an amicus brief to the Court elaborating on this argument.ii 
 
 

 
i 42 USC 1983. See https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/42/1983  
ii https://www.supremecourt.gov/DocketPDF/21/21-499/198646/20211103145707255_21-
499%20NAPO%20Tekoh%20Amicus%20Final.pdf		


