
  
 

 

 

 
    

  
 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
   

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

1 (Slip Opinion) OCTOBER TERM, 2015 

Syllabus 

NOTE: Where it is feasible, a syllabus (headnote) will be released, as is
being done in connection with this case, at the time the opinion is issued.
The syllabus constitutes no part of the opinion of the Court but has been
prepared by the Reporter of Decisions for the convenience of the reader. 
See United States v. Detroit Timber & Lumber Co., 200 U. S. 321, 337. 

SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES 

Syllabus 

MONTGOMERY v. LOUISIANA 

CERTIORARI TO THE SUPREME COURT OF LOUISIANA 

No. 14–280. Argued October 13, 2015—Decided January 25, 2016 

Petitioner Montgomery was 17 years old in 1963, when he killed a dep-
uty sheriff in Louisiana.  The jury returned a verdict of “guilty with-
out capital punishment,” which carried an automatic sentence of life 
without parole.  Nearly 50 years after Montgomery was taken into
custody, this Court decided that mandatory life without parole for ju-
venile homicide offenders violates the Eighth Amendment’s prohibi-
tion on “ ‘cruel and unusual punishments.’ ” Miller v. Alabama, 567 
U. S. ___, ___.  Montgomery sought state collateral relief, arguing 
that Miller rendered his mandatory life-without-parole sentence ille-
gal.  The trial court denied his motion, and his application for a su-
pervisory writ was denied by the Louisiana Supreme Court, which 
had previously held that Miller does not have retroactive effect in 
cases on state collateral review. 

Held: 
1. This Court has jurisdiction to decide whether the Louisiana Su-

preme Court correctly refused to give retroactive effect to Miller. 
Pp. 5–14.

(a) Teague v. Lane, 489 U. S. 288, a federal habeas case, set forth 
a framework for the retroactive application of a new constitutional 
rule to convictions that were final when the new rule was announced. 
While the Court held that new constitutional rules of criminal proce-
dure are generally not retroactive, it recognized that courts must give 
retroactive effect to new watershed procedural rules and to substan-
tive rules of constitutional law.  Substantive constitutional rules in-
clude “rules forbidding criminal punishment of certain primary con-
duct” and “rules prohibiting a certain category of punishment for a 
class of defendants because of their status or offense,” Penry v. 
Lynaugh, 492 U. S. 302, 330.  Court-appointed amicus contends that 
because Teague was an interpretation of the federal habeas statute, 
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2 MONTGOMERY v. LOUISIANA 

Syllabus 

not a constitutional command, its retroactivity holding has no appli-
cation in state collateral review proceedings.  However, neither 
Teague nor Danforth v. Minnesota, 552 U. S. 264—which concerned 
only Teague’s general retroactivity bar for new constitutional rules of 
criminal procedure—had occasion to address whether States are re-
quired as a constitutional matter to give retroactive effect to new
substantive rules.  Pp. 5–8.

(b) When a new substantive rule of constitutional law controls 
the outcome of a case, the Constitution requires state collateral re-
view courts to give retroactive effect to that rule.  This conclusion is 
established by precedents addressing the nature of substantive rules, 
their differences from procedural rules, and their history of retroac-
tive application.  As Teague, supra, at 292, 312, and Penry, supra, at 
330, indicate, substantive rules set forth categorical constitutional
guarantees that place certain criminal laws and punishments alto-
gether beyond the State’s power to impose.  It follows that when a 
State enforces a proscription or penalty barred by the Constitution, 
the resulting conviction or sentence is, by definition, unlawful.  In 
contrast, where procedural error has infected a trial, a conviction or 
sentence may still be accurate and the defendant’s continued con-
finement may still be lawful, see Schriro v. Summerlin, 542 U. S. 
348, 352–353; for this reason, a trial conducted under a procedure 
found unconstitutional in a later case does not automatically invali-
date a defendant’s conviction or sentence.  The same possibility of a
valid result does not exist where a substantive rule has eliminated a 
State’s power to proscribe the defendant’s conduct or impose a given 
punishment.  See United States v. United States Coin & Currency, 
401 U. S. 715, 724.  By holding that new substantive rules are, in-
deed, retroactive, Teague continued a long tradition of recognizing 
that substantive rules must have retroactive effect regardless of 
when the defendant’s conviction became final; for a conviction under 
an unconstitutional law “is not merely erroneous, but is illegal and
void, and cannot be a legal cause of imprisonment,” Ex parte Siebold, 
100 U. S. 371, 376–377.  The same logic governs a challenge to a pun-
ishment that the Constitution deprives States of authority to impose, 
Penry, supra, at 330.  It follows that a court has no authority to leave
in place a conviction or sentence that violates a substantive rule, re-
gardless of whether the conviction or sentence became final before
the rule was announced.  This Court’s precedents may not directly 
control the question here, but they bear on the necessary analysis, for
a State that may not constitutionally insist that a prisoner remain in 
jail on federal habeas review may not constitutionally insist on the
same result in its own postconviction proceedings.  Pp. 8–14. 

2. Miller’s prohibition on mandatory life without parole for juvenile 
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3 Cite as: 577 U. S. ____ (2016) 

Syllabus 

offenders announced a new substantive rule that, under the Consti-
tution, is retroactive in cases on state collateral review.  The “founda-
tion stone” for Miller’s analysis was the line of precedent holding cer-
tain punishments disproportionate when applied to juveniles, 567
U. S., at ___, n. 4.  Relying on Roper v. Simmons, 543 U. S. 551, and 
Graham v. Florida, 560 U. S. 48, Miller recognized that children dif-
fer from adults in their “diminished culpability and greater prospects
for reform,” 567 U. S., at ___, and that these distinctions “diminish 
the penological justifications” for imposing life without parole on ju-
venile offenders, id., at ___. Because Miller determined that sentenc-
ing a child to life without parole is excessive for all but “ ‘the rare ju-
venile offender whose crime reflects irreparable corruption,’ ” id., at 
___, it rendered life without parole an unconstitutional penalty for “a 
class of defendants because of their status”—i.e., juvenile offenders
whose crimes reflect the transient immaturity of youth, Penry, 492 
U. S., at 330. Miller therefore announced a substantive rule of con-
stitutional law, which, like other substantive rules, is retroactive be-
cause it “ ‘necessarily carr[ies] a significant risk that a defendant’ ”—
here, the vast majority of juvenile offenders—“ ‘faces a punishment 
that the law cannot impose upon him.’ ”  Schriro, supra, at 352.   

A State may remedy a Miller violation by extending parole eligibil-
ity to juvenile offenders. This would neither impose an onerous bur-
den on the States nor disturb the finality of state convictions.  And it 
would afford someone like Montgomery, who submits that he has 
evolved from a troubled, misguided youth to a model member of the 
prison community, the opportunity to demonstrate the truth of Mil-
ler’s central intuition—that children who commit even heinous 
crimes are capable of change.  Pp. 14–21. 

2013–1163 (La. 6/20/14), 141 So. 3d 264, reversed and remanded. 

KENNEDY, J., delivered the opinion of the Court, in which ROBERTS, 
C. J., and GINSBURG, BREYER, SOTOMAYOR, and KAGAN, JJ., joined.  
SCALIA, J., filed a dissenting opinion, in which THOMAS and ALITO, JJ., 
joined. THOMAS, J., filed a dissenting opinion. 
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1 Cite as: 577 U. S. ____ (2016) 

Opinion of the Court 

NOTICE: This opinion is subject to formal revision before publication in the
preliminary print of the United States Reports. Readers are requested to
notify the Reporter of Decisions, Supreme Court of the United States, Wash
ington, D. C. 20543, of any typographical or other formal errors, in order
that corrections may be made before the preliminary print goes to press. 

SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES 

No. 14–280 

HENRY MONTGOMERY, PETITIONER v. LOUISIANA 

ON WRIT OF CERTIORARI TO THE SUPREME COURT OF 

LOUISIANA
 

[January 25, 2016]


 JUSTICE KENNEDY delivered the opinion of the Court. 
This is another case in a series of decisions involving the

sentencing of offenders who were juveniles when their 
crimes were committed.  In Miller v. Alabama, 567 U. S. 
___ (2012), the Court held that a juvenile convicted of a 
homicide offense could not be sentenced to life in prison 
without parole absent consideration of the juvenile’s spe
cial circumstances in light of the principles and purposes
of juvenile sentencing. In the wake of Miller, the question
has arisen whether its holding is retroactive to juvenile 
offenders whose convictions and sentences were final 
when Miller was decided.  Courts have reached different 
conclusions on this point.  Compare, e.g., Martin v. Sym-
mes, 782 F. 3d 939, 943 (CA8 2015); Johnson v. Ponton, 
780 F. 3d 219, 224–226 (CA4 2015); Chambers v. State, 
831 N. W. 2d 311, 331 (Minn. 2013); and State v. Tate, 
2012–2763, p. 17 (La. 11/5/13), 130 So. 3d 829, 841, with 
Diatchenko v. District Attorney for Suffolk Dist., 466 Mass. 
655, 661–667, 1 N. E. 3d 270, 278–282 (2013); Aiken v. 
Byars, 410 S. C. 534, 548, 765 S. E. 2d 572, 578 (2014); 
State v. Mares, 2014 WY 126, ¶¶47–63, 335 P. 3d 487, 
504–508; and People v. Davis, 2014 IL 115595, ¶41, 6 
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2 MONTGOMERY v. LOUISIANA 

Opinion of the Court 

N. E. 3d 709, 722. Certiorari was granted in this case to 
resolve the question. 

I 
Petitioner is Henry Montgomery.  In 1963, Montgomery 

killed Charles Hurt, a deputy sheriff in East Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana. Montgomery was 17 years old at the time of 
the crime. He was convicted of murder and sentenced to 
death, but the Louisiana Supreme Court reversed his
conviction after finding that public prejudice had pre
vented a fair trial. State v. Montgomery, 181 So. 2d 756, 
762 (La. 1966).

Montgomery was retried.  The jury returned a verdict of
“guilty without capital punishment.”  State v. Montgomery, 
242 So. 2d 818 (La. 1970). Under Louisiana law, this 
verdict required the trial court to impose a sentence of life 
without parole.  The sentence was automatic upon the 
jury’s verdict, so Montgomery had no opportunity to pre
sent mitigation evidence to justify a less severe sentence.
That evidence might have included Montgomery’s young 
age at the time of the crime; expert testimony regarding
his limited capacity for foresight, self-discipline, and
judgment; and his potential for rehabilitation.  Montgom
ery, now 69 years old, has spent almost his entire life in 
prison.

Almost 50 years after Montgomery was first taken into
custody, this Court decided Miller v. Alabama, 567 U. S. 
___. Miller held that mandatory life without parole for
juvenile homicide offenders violates the Eighth Amend
ment’s prohibition on “ ‘cruel and unusual punishments.’ ”  
Id., at ___ (slip op., at 2).  “By making youth (and all that 
accompanies it) irrelevant to imposition of that harshest 
prison sentence,” mandatory life without parole “poses too 
great a risk of disproportionate punishment.”  Id., at ___ 
(slip op., at 17). Miller required that sentencing courts
consider a child’s “diminished culpability and heightened 
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