
garratt v dailey procedural history
Garratt v. Dailey is a landmark case in tort law that has shaped the understanding of intentional
torts, particularly in the context of assault and battery. The case revolves around the actions of a
young boy, Brian Dailey, and the resultant injury to an adult, Ruth Garratt, prompting a legal
examination into the nature of intent and the implications of one’s actions. This article will delve into
the procedural history of Garratt v. Dailey, exploring the events leading up to the case, the lower
court decisions, the appeals process, and the final ruling by the Supreme Court of Washington.

Background of the Case

Incident Overview

The incident that led to Garratt v. Dailey occurred on August 14, 1955, in the backyard of the Dailey
residence in Tacoma, Washington. Ruth Garratt, an adult woman, was visiting the Dailey family
when she attempted to sit down on a lawn chair. At that moment, Brian Dailey, a five-year-old boy,
pulled the chair away, causing Garratt to fall and sustain injuries. The critical question that arose
was whether Brian Dailey had the requisite intent to cause Garratt's injury.

Legal Concepts Involved

Two primary tort concepts were central to the case:

1. Intentional Tort: This refers to actions that are deliberately taken to cause harm or offense to
another person. In this case, the court needed to determine if Brian intended to pull the chair away
to cause Garratt to fall.

2. Transferred Intent: This legal doctrine applies when an individual intends to harm one person but
unintentionally harms another. The court had to consider whether Brian's actions could fall under
this principle.

Procedural History

Trial Court Proceedings

The initial legal proceedings began when Garratt filed a lawsuit against Dailey for the injuries she
sustained from the fall. The trial court had to assess the facts surrounding the incident and evaluate
whether Brian’s actions constituted an intentional tort.



1. Plaintiff's Argument: Garratt argued that Brian had intentionally pulled the chair away,
demonstrating a reckless disregard for her safety. She claimed that this act was both intentional and
negligent, leading to her injuries.

2. Defendant's Argument: The Dailey family contended that Brian did not possess the intent to harm
Garratt. Being just five years old, they argued that he lacked the capacity to form the necessary
intent for the tort of battery.

The trial court conducted a bench trial, meaning that a judge, not a jury, would decide the case. The
judge focused on determining whether Brian Dailey had the intent to pull the chair away and
whether he had the capacity to understand the consequences of his actions.

Trial Court Decision

The trial court ruled in favor of Garratt, concluding that Brian had indeed acted with intent. The
judge emphasized that while a child is generally presumed to lack the capacity for intent, this
presumption could be overcome by evidence of the child's understanding of the consequences of his
actions.

In making this determination, the court considered several factors:

- Brian's age and maturity level
- The circumstances surrounding the incident
- Testimonies from witnesses who observed the event

The court awarded damages to Garratt for her injuries, prompting the Dailey family to appeal the
decision.

Appellate Court Proceedings

The case then moved to the Washington State Supreme Court, where the Dailey family sought to
overturn the lower court's ruling. The appellate court had to examine whether the trial court had
correctly applied the law regarding intent, particularly in the context of a minor.

1. Legal Issues Presented:
- Did the trial court err in finding that Brian had the requisite intent to commit a tort?
- Should the court apply a different standard for minors in determining intent?

2. Arguments from the Appellant:
- The Daileys argued that the trial court failed to adequately consider Brian's age in its
determination of intent.
- They also contended that the concept of transferred intent should not apply in this situation
because Brian did not intend to harm Garratt.



Supreme Court Decision

In 1958, the Washington State Supreme Court issued its ruling in Garratt v. Dailey. The court
affirmed the trial court's decision, emphasizing that:

- Intent in tort law does not require a specific desire to harm; rather, it is sufficient that the
defendant engaged in actions that they knew would likely result in harm.
- The court established that a child could indeed be held liable for an intentional tort if it could be
shown that the child understood the nature of their actions.

The Supreme Court laid out several important points in its opinion:

- Capacity for Intent: The court reiterated that children are not automatically exempt from tort
liability. It emphasized that intent could be established based on the child’s understanding of their
actions.

- Implications of Behavior: The court noted that pulling a chair away from someone is an action that
could reasonably be expected to cause harm, and thus could support a finding of intent.

- Public Policy Considerations: The court recognized the need to hold individuals accountable for
their actions, regardless of age, when those actions lead to harm.

Impact of the Decision

The ruling in Garratt v. Dailey had significant implications for tort law, particularly concerning the
liability of minors. Key impacts included:

1. Precedent for Minors in Tort Cases: The case established a legal precedent that children could be
held liable for intentional torts if they possess the requisite understanding of their actions.

2. Clarification of Intent: The decision clarified that intent does not necessitate a malicious desire to
harm but can instead be inferred from the actions and circumstances surrounding the event.

3. Influence on Future Cases: Subsequent cases involving minors and tort liability have often
referenced Garratt v. Dailey, shaping the discourse around a child's capacity to understand the
consequences of their actions.

Conclusion

The procedural history of Garratt v. Dailey reflects a critical evolution in the understanding of tort
law, especially concerning the liability of children. The case serves as a landmark decision that
balances the need for accountability with the recognition of the developmental limitations of minors.
As legal standards continue to evolve, the principles established in this case remain relevant,
influencing how courts approach similar cases involving the actions of children and the intentions
behind those actions.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the Garratt v. Dailey case in tort
law?
Garratt v. Dailey is significant as it established the importance of intent in determining liability for
battery, clarifying that a defendant can be held liable if they acted with knowledge that their actions
would likely cause harmful or offensive contact.

What were the main facts of the Garratt v. Dailey case?
The case involved a young boy, Brian Dailey, who pulled a chair out from under Ruth Garratt as she
was about to sit down, causing her to fall and injure herself. The key issue was whether Brian
intended to cause contact or was aware that his actions would likely result in harmful contact.

What procedural history led to the Supreme Court of
Washington's decision in Garratt v. Dailey?
The case initially went to trial where the court found in favor of Garratt, ruling that Dailey was liable
for battery. Dailey appealed, leading to the Washington Supreme Court's decision which focused on
the intent required for battery.

How did the Washington Supreme Court interpret 'intent' in
the context of Garratt v. Dailey?
The Washington Supreme Court interpreted 'intent' to mean that the defendant must either have the
desire to cause harmful contact or know that such contact is substantially certain to occur as a
result of their actions.

What was the outcome of the appeal in Garratt v. Dailey?
The Washington Supreme Court upheld the lower court's ruling, concluding that Brian Dailey had
sufficient intent to be held liable for battery, thus affirming the importance of understanding intent
in tort cases.

How did Garratt v. Dailey influence future tort law cases?
The case influenced future tort law by reinforcing the principle that intent does not require
malicious intent but rather an awareness of the potential consequences of one's actions, shaping
how courts assess liability in similar cases.

What lessons can be learned from the procedural history of
Garratt v. Dailey?
The procedural history of Garratt v. Dailey highlights the importance of careful case preparation and
the need to clearly establish the elements of intent in tort cases, which can significantly impact the



outcome of liability determinations.
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