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“Circumstances fitting within the Younger doctrine, we have 

stressed, are ‘exceptional’; they include, as catalogued in New 

Orleans Public Service, Inc. v. Council of City of New Orleans, 

‘state criminal prosecutions,’ ‘civil enforcement proceedings,’ and 

‘civil proceedings involving certain orders that are uniquely in fur-

therance of the state courts’ ability to perform their judicial func-

tions.’”15 In New Orleans Public Service, Inc. v. Council of City 

of New Orleans, the Supreme Court recognized that “federal courts 

are obliged to decide cases within the scope of federal jurisdiction. 

Abstention is not in order simply because a pending state-court 

proceeding involves the same subject matter.”17 However, there are 

“certain instances in which the prospect of undue interference with 

state proceedings counsels against federal relief.”18 

In Sprint, the Supreme Court held that “Younger exemplifies 

one class of cases in which federal-court abstention is required: 

When there is a parallel, pending state criminal proceeding, fed-

eral courts must refrain from enjoining the state prosecution. This 

Court has extended Younger abstention to particular state civil 

proceedings that are akin to criminal prosecutions,19 or that impli-

cate a State’s interest in enforcing the orders and judgments of 

its courts.”20 Therefore, only “exceptional circumstances justify a 

federal court’s refusal to decide a case in deference to the States.”21 

Further, the Supreme Court has “not applied Younger outside these 

three ‘exceptional’ categories, and today hold, in accord with New 

Orleans Public Service, Inc. v. Council of City of New Orleans 

that they define Younger’s scope.”22 

The Supreme Court found that the Younger abstention doctrine 

did not apply in Sprint because the “IUB proceeding does not 

resemble the state enforcement actions this Court has found appro-

priate for Younger abstention. It is not ‘akin to a criminal prosecu-

tion.’23 Nor was it initiated by ‘the State in its sovereign capacity.’24 

A private corporation, Sprint, initiated the action. No state author-

ity conducted an investigation into Sprint’s activities, and no state 

actor lodged a formal complaint against Sprint.”25 Because this case 

presents none of the circumstances the Court has ranked as ‘excep-

tional,’ the general rule governs: ‘[T]he pendency of an action in [a] 

state court is no bar to proceedings concerning the same matter in 

the Federal court having jurisdiction.’”26 

Younger abstention is appropriate in three types of exceptional 

cases, and understanding the rules that govern abstention may pre-

vent unnecessary time and expense associated with litigating in an 

improper jurisdiction. 
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“Younger exemplifies one class of cases in which federal-court abstention is 
required. … We have cautioned, however, that federal courts ordinarily should 
entertain and resolve on the merits an action within the scope of a jurisdicitional 
grant, and should not ‘refus[e] to decide a case in deference to the States.”

—Justice Ginsburg, Sprint Communications Inc. v. Jacobs16




