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The Fourth Amendment prohibits unreasonable searches and 
seizures and provides that a warrant may not be issued without 
probable cause, but “the text of the Fourth Amendment does 
not specify when a search warrant must be obtained.”  Kentucky 
v. King, 563 U. S. ___, ___ (2011) (slip op., at 5).  Our cases 
establish that a warrant is generally required for a search of a 
home, Brigham City v. Stuart, 547 U. S. 398, 403 (2006), but “the 
ultimate touchstone of the Fourth Amendment is 
‘reasonableness.’” Ibid.; see also Michigan v. Fisher, 558 U. S. 45, 
47 (2009) (per curiam).  And certain categories of permissible 
warrantless searches have long been recognized. 
Consent searches occupy one of these categories.  “Consent 
searches are part of the standard investigatory techniques of law 
enforcement agenices” and are “a constitutionally permissible 
and wholly legitimate aspect of effective police activity.”  
Schneckloth v. Bustamonte, 412 U. S. 218, 228, 231-232 (1973).  
It would be unreasonable—indeed, absurd—to require police 
officers to obtain a warrant when the sole owner or occupant of 
a house or apartment voluntarily consents to a search.  The 
owner of a home has a right to allow others to enter and 
examine the premises, and there is no reason why the owner 
should not be permitted to extend this same privilege to police 
officers if that is the owner’s choice.  Where the owner believes 

 



that he or she is under suspicion, the owner may want the police 
to search the premises so that their suspicions are dispelled.  
This may be particularly important where the owner has a strong 
interest in the apprehension of the perpetrator of a crime and 
believes that the suspicions of the police are deflecting the 
course of their investigation.  An owner may want the police to 
search even where they lack probably cause, and if a warrant 
were always required, this could not be done.  And even where 
the police could establish probable cause, requiring a warrant 
despite the owner’s consent would needlessly inconvenience 
everyone involved—not only the officers and the magistrate but 
also the occupant of the premises, who would generally either 
be compelled or would feel a need to stay until the search was 
completed.  Michigan v. Summers, 452 U. S. 692, 701 (1981). 
While it is clear that a warrantless search is reasonable when the 
sole occupant of a house or apartment consents, what happens 
when there are two or more occupants?  Must they all consent?  
Must they all be asked?  Is consent by one occupant enough?  
The Court faced that problem 40 years ago in United States v. 
Matlock.  415 U. S. 164 (1974). 
In that case, Matlock and a woman named Graff were living 
together in a house that was also occupied by several of Graff’s 
siblings and by her mother, who had rented the house.  While in 
the front yard of the house, Matlock was arrested for bank 
robbery and was placed in a squad car.  Although the police 
could have easily asked him for consent to search the room that 
he and Graff shared, they did not do so.  Instead, they knocked 
on the door and obtained Graff’s permission to search.  The 
search yielded incriminating evidence, which the defendant 
sought to suppress, but this Court held that Graff’s consent 
justified the warrantless search.  As the Court put it, “the 



consent of one who possesses common authority over premises 
or effects is valid as against the absent, non-consenting person 
with whom that authority is shared.”  Id., at 170. 
In Illinois v. Rodriguez, 497 U. S. 177 (1990), the Court reaffirmed 
and extended the Matlock holding.  In Rodriguez, a woman 
named Fischer told police officers that she had been assaulted by 
Rodriguez in what she termed “’our’ apartment.”  497 U. S., at 
179.  She also informed the officers that Rodriguez was asleep in 
the apartment, and she then accompanied the officers to that 
unit.  When they arrived, the officers could have knocked on the 
door and awakened Rodriguez, and had they done so, Rodriguez 
might well have surrendered at the door and objected to the 
officers’ entry.  Instead, Fischer unlocked the door, the officers 
entered without a warrant, and they saw drug paraphernalia and 
containers filled with white powder in plain view. 
After the search, the police learned that Fischer no longer 
resided at the apartment, and this Court held that she did not 
have common authority over the premises at the time in 
question.  The Court nevertheless held that the warrantless entry 
was lawful because the police reasonably believed that Fischer 
was a resident.  Id., at 188-189. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


