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Figure 6.1  n  U.S. Supreme Court Rulings on Due Process

Sources: Case citations in order of appearance: Weeks v. United States, 232 U.S. 383 (1914); Wolf v. Colorado, 338 U.S.  
25 (1949); Mapp v. Ohio, 367 U.S. 643 (1961); Katz v. United States, 389 U.S. 347 (1967); Terry v. Ohio, 392 U.S. 1 (1968);  

probable cause: In 
criminal law, the existence 
of more than a suspicion 
that a person has 
committed an illegal act.

searches, the exclusionary rule, seizures, and privacy. The number of court decisions at the 
state and federal levels on just search and seizure related to persons, homes, and cars is large, 
and the details of each decision are painstakingly reviewed in criminal law books and Court 
opinions. Figure 6.1 provides a few examples of related U.S. Supreme Court cases.

Probable Cause
Probable cause is the standard established by criminal law to make an arrest, obtain 

a warrant, or conduct a search. A widely cited definition of probable cause is “a reasonable 
amount of suspicion, supported by circumstances sufficiently strong to justify a prudent and 
cautious person’s belief that certain facts are probably true.”2 An example of probable cause 
would be an officer who can plainly see or smell contraband such as drugs or stolen merchan-
dise. Another example would be the admission of committing a crime. The terminology of 
“probable cause” is derived from the Fourth Amendment:

The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, 
against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no warrants 
shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by oath or affirmation, and particu-
larly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.

The exact definition and parameters of what constitutes probable cause have evolved 
through numerous court decisions. Consider a motorist who is pulled over for speeding. 
Under what circumstances may a police officer have probable cause to search the vehicle? 
Often, when officers are suspicious of a person’s behavior, they may simply ask to search 
the car.
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Weeks v. United States 

Warrantless seizure of items from 
a private residence is a violation of 

the Fourth Amendment.

1948
Wolf v. Colorado 

The Fourteenth 
Amendment does not 

forbid the admission of 
evidence obtained by an 

unreasonable search and 
seizure in a prosecution in a 
state court for a state crime.
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Katz v. United States  

The FBI’s eavesdropping on 
a conversation in a public 

phone booth violated Katz’s 
privacy and constituted a 

violation of the search and 
seizure meaning of the 

Fourth Amendment.

1961
Mapp v. Ohio  

Evidence found in violation of the 
federal Constitution is inadmissible 

in state court criminal trials.
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