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Quotations from Miller v. Alabama

Holding: Children are Categorically Different from Adults for Sentencing Purposes

Roper and Graham establish that children are constitutionally different from adults for purposes of sentencing. Because juveniles have diminished culpability and greater prospects for reform, we explained, “they are less deserving of the most severe punishments.” - Graham, 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 17). Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 8 (U.S. June 25, 2012).  

Because juveniles have diminished culpability and greater prospects for reform, we explained, “they are less deserving of the most severe punishments.” Graham, 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 17). Those cases relied on three significant gaps between juveniles and adults. First, children have a “‘lack of maturity and an underdeveloped sense of responsibility,’” leading to recklessness, impulsivity, and heedless risk-taking. Roper, 543 U. S., at 569. Second, children “are more vulnerable . . . to negative influences and outside pressures, ”including from their family and peers; they have limited “control over their own environment” and lack the ability to extricate themselves from horrific, crime-producing settings. Ibid. And third, a child’s character is not as “well formed” as an adult’s; his traits are “less fixed” and his actions less likely to be “evidence of irretrievabl[e] deprav[ity].” Id., at 570.  - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 8 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Our decisions rested not only on common sense—on what “any parent knows”—but on science and social science as well. Roper, 543 U.S., at 569. In Roper, we cited studies showing that “‘[o]nly a relatively small proportion of adolescents’” who engage in illegal activity “‘develop entrenched patterns of problem behavior.’” Id., at 570. Id., at 570 (quoting Stein​berg & Scott, Less Guilty by Reason of Adolescence: Developmental Immaturity, Diminished Responsibility, and the Juvenile Death Penalty, 58 Am. Psychologist 1009, And in Graham, we noted that “developments in psychology and brain science continue to show fundamental differences between juvenile and adult minds”—for example, in “parts of the brain involved in behavior control.” 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 17).  We reasoned that those findings—of transient rashness, proclivity for risk, and inability to assess consequences—both lessened a child’s “moral culpability” and enhanced the prospect that, as the years go by and neurological development occurs, his “‘deficiencies will be reformed.’” Id., at ___ (slip op., at 18) (quoting Roper, 543 U. S., at 570). - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 8-9 (U.S. June 25, 2012). 

Deciding that a “juvenile offender forever will be a danger to society” would require “mak[ing] a judgment that [he] is incorrigible”—but “‘incorrigibility is inconsistent with youth.’” 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 22) (quoting Workman v. Commonwealth, 429 S. W. 2d 374, 378 (Ky. App. 1968)).  - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 10 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Most fundamentally, Graham insists that youth matters in determining the appropriateness of a lifetime of incarceration without the possibility of parole.  -  Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 10 (U.S. June 25, 2012). 

That contravenes Graham’s (and also Roper’s) foundational principle: that imposition of a State’s most severe penalties on juvenile offenders cannot proceed as though they were not children. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 11-12 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

And this lengthiest possible incarceration is an “especially harsh punishment for a juvenile,” because he will almost inevitably serve “more years and a greater percentage of his life in prison than an adult offender.” Graham, 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 19–20). The penalty when imposed on a teenager, as compared with an older person, is therefore “the same . . . in name only.” - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 12 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

“(Y)outh is more than a chronological fact.” Eddings, 455 U. S., at 115. It is a time of immaturity, ir-responsibility, “impetuousness[,] and recklessness.” Johnson, 509 U. S., at 368. It is a moment and “condition of life when a person may be most susceptible to influence and to psychological damage.” Eddings, 455 U. S., at 115. And its “signature qualities” are all “transient.” Johnson, 509 U. S., at 368.  - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 13 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

So Graham and Roper and our individualized sentencing cases alike teach that in imposing a State’s harshest penalties, a sentencer misses too much if he treats every child as an adult. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 14-15 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Holding: Mandatory Sentences for Children are Categorically Different from Discretionary Sentences

Such a scheme prevents those meting out punishment from considering a juvenile’s “lessened culpability” and greater “capacity for change,” Graham v. Florida, 560 U.S.__, __ 2010 (slip op., at 17,23), and runs afoul of our cases’ requirement of individualized sentencing for defendants facing the most serious penalties. We therefore hold that mandatory life without parole for those under the age of 18 at the time of their crimes violates the Eight amendment’s prohibition on “cruel and unusual punishments.” - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 1-2 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

We have prohibited mandatory imposition of capital punishment, requiring that sentencing authorities consider the characteristics of a defendant and the details of his offense before sentencing him to death. See Woodson v. North Carolina, 428 U.S. 280 (1976) (plurality opinion); Lockett v. Ohio, 438 U.S. 586 (1978). Here the confluence of these two lines of precedent leads to the conclusion that mandatory life-without-parole sentences for juveniles violate the Eight Amendment.  - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 7 (U.S. June 25, 2012). 

That correspondence—Graham’s “[t]reat[ment] [of] juvenile life sentences as analogous to capital punishment,” 560 U. S., at ___ (ROBERTS, C. J., concurring in judgment) (slip op., at 5)—makes relevant here a second line of our precedents, demanding individualized sentencing when imposing the death penalty. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 12-13 (U.S. June 25, 2012). 

Holding: LWOP is a Unique Punishment and is Similar to the Death Penalty

Life without parole “forswears altogether the rehabilitative ideal.” Graham, 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 23). It reflects “an irrevocable judgment about [an offender’s] value and place in society,” at odds with a child’s capacity for change. Id. Graham concluded from this analysis that life-without​ parole sentences, like capital punishment, may violate the Eighth Amendment when imposed on children. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 10 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Life-without-parole terms, the Court wrote, “share some characteristics with death sentences that are shared by no other sentences.” 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 19). Imprisoning an offender until he dies alters the remainder of his life “by a forfeiture that is irrevocable.” - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 12 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Holding: JLWOP Should be a Disfavored and Rare Punishment

But given all we have said in Roper, Graham, and this decision about children’s diminished culpability and heightened capacity for change, we think appropriate occasions for sentencing juveniles to this harshest possible penalty will be uncommon. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 17 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

(W)e require it to take into account how children are different, and how those differences counsel against irrevocably sentencing them to a lifetime in prison. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 17 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Holding: JLWOP Should Only be Imposed After a Careful Examination of all Mitigating Evidence

State law mandated that each juvenile die in prison even if a judge or jury would have thought that his youth and its attendant characteristics, along with the nature of his crime, made a lesser sentence (for example, life with the possibility of parole) more appropriate. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 1 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

We held: “[J]ust as the chronological age of a minor is itself a relevant mitigating factor of great weight, so must the background and mental and emotional development of a youthful defendant be duly considered” in assessing his culpability. Id., at 116. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 14 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Such mandatory penalties, by their nature, preclude a sentencer from taking account of an offender’s age and the wealth of characteristics and circumstances attendant to it. Under these schemes, every juvenile will receive the same sentence as every other—the 17-year-old and the 14-year-old, the shooter and the accomplice, the child from a stable household and the child from a chaotic and abusive one. And still worse, each juvenile (including these two 14​year-olds) will receive the same sentence as the vast majority of adults committing similar homicide offenses—but really, as Graham noted, a greater sentence than those adults will serve.  In meting out the death penalty, the elision of all these differences would be strictly forbidden. And once again, Graham indicates that a similar rule should apply when a juvenile confronts a sentence of life (and death) in prison. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 14 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Mandatory life without parole for a juvenile precludes consideration of his chronological age and its hallmark features—among them, immaturity, impetuosity, and failure to appreciate risks and consequences. It prevents taking into account the family and home environment that surrounds him—and from which he cannot usually extricate himself—no matter how brutal or dysfunctional. It neglects the circumstances of the homicide offense, including the extent of his participation in the conduct and the way familial and peer pressures may have affected him. Indeed, it ignores that he might have been charged and convicted of a lesser offense if not for incompetencies associated with youth—for example, his inability to deal with police officers or prosecutors(including on a plea agreement) or his incapacity to assist his own attorneys. See, e.g., Graham, 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 27) (“[T]he features that distinguish juveniles from adults also put them at a significant disadvantage in criminal proceedings”); J. D. B. v. North Carolina, 564 U. S. ___, ___ (2011) (slip op., at 5–6) (discussing children’s responses to interrogation). And finally, this mandatory punishment disregards the possibility of rehabilitation even when the circumstances most suggest it. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 15 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Graham, Roper, and our individualized sentencing decisions make clear that a judge or jury must have the opportunity to consider mitigating circumstances before imposing the harshest possible penalty for juveniles. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 27 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Holding: Evidence of a National Consensus Must Demonstrate that Legislatures Specifically Intended to Imprison Children for Life Without Parole 

We reasoned that in those circumstances, it was impossible to say whether a legislature had endorsed a given penalty for children (or would do so if presented with the choice). - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 23 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Although the confluence of state laws “ma[de] life without parole possible for some juvenile nonhomicide offenders,” it did not “justify a judgment” that many States actually “intended to subject such offenders” to those sentences. 560 U. S., at ___ (slip op., at 16). - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 23 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Of the 29 jurisdictions mandating life without parole for children, more than half do so by virtue of generally applicable penalty provisions, imposing the sentence without regard to age.   And indeed, some of those States set no minimum age for who may be transferred to adult court in the first instance, thus applying life-without-parole mandates to children of any age—be it 17 or 14 or 10 or 6.  As in Graham, we think that “underscores that the statutory eligibility of a juvenile offender for life without parole does not indicate that the penalty has been endorsed through deliberate, express, and full legislative consideration.” - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 24 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

That Alabama and Arkansas can count to 29 by including these possibly (or probably) inadvertent legislative outcomes does not preclude our determination that mandatory life without parole for juveniles violates the Eighth Amendment.  - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 25 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Holding: Consideration of Mitigating Factors Cannot be Only Occur in Transfer Proceedings.

Nor does the presence of discretion in some jurisdictions’ transfer statutes aid the States here. Alabama and Arkansas initially ignore that many States use mandatory transfer systems: A juvenile of a certain age who has committed a specified offense will be tried in adult court, regardless of any individualized circumstances. Of the 29 relevant jurisdictions, about half place at least some juvenile homicide offenders in adult court automatically, with no apparent opportunity to seek transfer to juvenile court. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 25 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Even when States give transfer-stage discretion to judges, it has limited utility. First, the decision maker typically will have only partial information at this early, pretrial stage about either the child or the circumstances of his offense. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 26 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

More important, the question at transfer hearings may differ dramatically from the issue at a post-trial sentencing. Because many juvenile systems require that the offender be released at a particular age or after a certain number of years, transfer decisions often present a choice between extremes: light punishment as a child or standard sentencing as an adult (here, life without parole). In many States, for example, a child convicted in juvenile court must be released from custody by the age of 21. See, e.g., Ala. Code §12–15–117(a) (Cum. Supp. 2011); see generally 2006 National Report 103 (noting limitations on the length of juvenile court sanctions). Discretionary sentencing in adult court would provide different options: There, a judge or jury could choose, rather than a life-without-parole sentence, a lifetime prison term with the possibility of parole or a lengthy term of years. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 26 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

The discretion available to a judge at the transfer stage cannot substitute for discretion at post-trial sentencing in adult court—and so cannot satisfy the Eighth Amendment. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 27 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

Holding: The Court did not Uphold the Constitutionality of Non-Mandatory JLWOP

Because that holding [of abolishing mandatory JLWOP] is sufficient to decide these cases, we do not consider Jackson’s and Miller’s alternative argument that the Eighth Amendment requires a categorical bar on life without parole for juveniles. - Miller v. Albama, No. 10–9646, slip op. at 17 (U.S. June 25, 2012).

