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		Abstract

		In a number of recent cases touching to varying degrees on national security, different courts of appeals have applied a strong presumption against recognition of a Bivens cause of action. In each of these cases, the courtsâ€™ approach was based on the belief that the creation of a cause of action is a legislative function and that the courts would be usurping Congressâ€™s role if they recognized a Bivens action without legislative authorization. Thus, faced with a scenario where they believed that the remedial possibilities were either "Bivens or nothing," these courts of appeals chose nothing.  

The concerns that led these courts to decline to recognize a Bivens action, if truly implicated by these cases, would be reasons to bar the suits from the courts altogether. In contrast, as we explain in this essay, the Bivens question was at least initially understood as whether a federal cause of action should supplement existing state-law remedies. Thus, these recent lower-court decisions reveal a fundamental misapprehension about the intended relationship between Bivens and state law. So understood, and as courts have already recognized in other contexts, the very concerns relied upon in these recent national security cases would, if anything, have traditionally supported a federal remedial regime rather than one under state law. As the Supreme Court's recent decision in Minneci v. Pollard illustrates, the principal reason to disfavor recognition of Bivens remedies should be the availability of adequate remedies under state law, and not a desire to immunize the relevant officers from any liability whatsoever. Thus, unlike these recent cases, decisions not to recognize a Bivens remedy should leave the plaintiff free to pursue whatever recourse state law may provide.  

Although this view of Bivens was generally shared by both its supporters and detractors when it was decided, it has receded from view largely thanks to the Westfall Act, which most courts and commentators today read as preempting all state-law tort claims against federal officers acting within the scope of their employment. In our view, this conclusion reflects a surprising misreading of the Act, which specifically exempts from its preemption provision any claim "which is brought for a violation of the Constitution of the United States," presumably including nonfederal tort claims grounded on federal constitutional violations. Indeed, given that the legislative history of the Westfall Act suggests that Congress merely sought to preserve the status quo, it is odd to read the statute as dramatically altering the nature and consequences of the Bivens question.  

Nevertheless, if the Westfall Act does indeed have this effect, we conclude that it should therefore significantly strengthen the argument for recognizing Bivens claims, since the Act takes away the main alternative remedial scheme that previously existed. Indeed, an (incorrect) interpretation of the Westfall Act as preempting nonfederal remedies but not authorizing equivalent federal remedies may well raise significant constitutional questions -- questions that have thus far been dramatically underappreciated by the lower courts, but that must be taken seriously going forward. And if courts conclude that, in appropriate cases, the question really should be "Bivens or nothing," they must recognize that either answer requires judicial lawmaking -- and not just recognition of a federal cause of action. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Bivens, Pollard, Westfall Act, constitutional remedies, constitutional torts, officer suits, official immunity, state secrets, national security

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Vazquez,  Carlos Manuel and Vladeck,  Stephen I., State Law, the Westfall Act, and the Nature of the Bivens Question (2013). 161 U. Pa. L. Rev., pp. 509-583, 2013, Georgetown Public Law Research Paper No. 12-059,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2038641
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Carlos Manuel Vazquez

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: Georgetown University Law Center]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Georgetown University Law Center  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					600 New Jersey Avenue, NW
6009 Hotung Building
Washington, DC  20001
United States
202-662-9447 (Phone)
202-662-9411 (Fax)

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Stephen I. Vladeck (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
					
					[image: University of Texas School of Law]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				University of Texas School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					727 East Dean Keeton Street
Austin, TX  78705
United States
5124759198 (Phone)

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      356

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    6,287

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  154,770

		

		
	


	

	
		
			
				       24 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Georgetown University Law Center Legal Studies Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Georgetown University Law Center Legal Studies Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            3,850

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,709

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Legal History eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Legal History eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            3,060

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,014

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Reva Siegel at Yale University - Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    U.S. Constitutional Law: Rights & Liberties eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                U.S. Constitutional Law: Rights & Liberties eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            2,108

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,679

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law, Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Litigation & Procedure eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Litigation & Procedure eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,680

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           12,399

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Criminal Procedure eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Criminal Procedure eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,279

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            9,324

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Paul H. Robinson at University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Torts & Products Liability Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Torts & Products Liability Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              812

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,684

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Keith N. Hylton at Boston University - School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    National Security & Foreign Relations Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                National Security & Foreign Relations Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              684

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           11,114

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Oren Gross at University of Minnesota Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Immigration, Refugee & Citizenship Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Immigration, Refugee & Citizenship Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              674

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,729

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Kevin R. Johnson at University of California, Davis - School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Legislation & Statutory Interpretation eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Legislation & Statutory Interpretation eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              569

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,200

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Anita S. Krishnakumar at Georgetown University Law Center

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Courts eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Courts eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              558

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,317

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Federal Courts & Jurisdiction eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Federal Courts & Jurisdiction eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              558

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,060

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Anthony J. Bellia Jr. at Notre Dame Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    State & Local Government eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                State & Local Government eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              187

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,776

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Nestor M. Davidson at Fordham University School of Law, Patricia Salkin at Touro University - Jacob D. Fuchsberg Law Center

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l200 in   0.104 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

