


ANATOMY OF A CASE



HOW TO READ | REAL GOOD



Learn by Doing

• There are things in this world that we learned by having been 
taught.

• And then there are things that we learn by blindly stumbling 
toward the abyss… that is, by experience & practice.





The Case Method
Philosophy of  law

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.
(1841-1935)

“When we study law we are not studying a
mystery but a well-known profession. We are
studying what we shall want in order to appear
before judges, or to advise people in such a way
as to keep them out of court. . . . The object
of our study, then, is prediction . . . .”

Holmes and the 
“prediction theory” of  law

The Path of  the Law, 
10 Harv. L. Rev. 457 (1897)



The Case Method

• The 4th Amendment to U.S. Constitution:
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 particularly
describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.

• But that doesn’t tell you:
• What’s unreasonable?
• What is a search? A seizure?
• What is probable cause?
• Do the same rules apply in house/car/street?
• How does it apply to different types of  people?



Briefing a Case
• Basics  

• Caption
• Procedural History (which court, who appealed)
• Basic Facts (what happened?)
• Arguments by both sides (dispute) 
• Question (specific)

• Result
• Reasoning (why? U. S. Constitution/prior cases/law/policy)
• Holding (core legal principle, rule of  the case)
• Disposition (what the court does)

• Your Impressions 



Caption

89 S.Ct. 2034
Supreme Court of the United States

Ted Steven CHIMEL, Petitioner,
v.

State of CALIFORNIA.
No. 770.

|
Argued March 27, 1969.

|
Decided June 23, 1969.

|
Rehearing Denied Oct. 13, 1969.

See 90 S.Ct. 36.



Procedural History

“He was convicted, and the judgments of 
conviction were affirmed by both the California 
Court of Appeal, 61 Cal.Rptr. 714, and the 
California Supreme Court, 68 Cal.2d 436, 67 
Cal.Rptr. 421, 439 P.2d 333.”

“The Superior Court, Orange County, California, 
rendered judgment, and defendant appealed. The 
California Supreme Court, 68 Cal.2d 436, 67 
Cal.Rptr. 421, 439 P.2d 333, vacating an opinion 
of the Court of Appeal at 61 Cal.Rptr. 714, 
affirmed, and defendant obtained certiorari.”



Facts
“The relevant facts are essentially undisputed. Late in the afternoon of 
September 13, 1965, three police officers arrived at the Santa Ana, 
California, home of the petitioner with a warrant authorizing his arrest 
for the burglary of a coin shop. The officers knocked on the door, 
identified themselves to the petitioner’s wife, and asked if they might 
come inside. She ushered them into the house, where they waited 10 or 
15 minutes until the petitioner returned home from work. When the 
petitioner entered the house, one of the officers handed him the arrest 
warrant and asked for permission to ‘look around.’ The petitioner 
objected, but was advised that *754 ‘on the basis of the lawful arrest,’ 
the officers would nonetheless conduct a search. No search warrant had 
been issued.

Accompanied by the petitioner’s wife, the officers then looked through 
the entire three-bedroom house, including the attic, the garage, and a 
small workshop. In some rooms the search was relatively cursory. In 
the master bedroom and sewing room, however, the officers directed 
the petitioner’s wife to open drawers and ‘to physically move contents 
of the drawers from side to side so that (they) might view any items 
that would have come from (the) burglary.’ After completing the 
search, they seized numerous items—primarily coins, but also several 
medals, tokens, and a few other objects. The entire search took 
between 45 minutes and an hour.”



Question

“This brings us directly to the question whether 
the warrantless search of the petitioner’s entire 
house can be constitutionally justified as incident 
to that arrest.”



Reasoning: Precedent “Even limited to its own facts, the Rabinowitz decision 
was, as we have seen, hardly founded on an 
unimpeachable line of authority. As Mr. Justice 
Frankfurter commented in dissent in that case, the ‘hint’ 
contained in Weeks was, without persuasive 
justification, ‘loosely turned into dictum and finally 
elevated to a decision.’ And the approach taken in cases 
such as Go-Bart, Lefkowitz, and Trupiano was 
essentially disregarded by the Rabinowitz Court.”

“…it is reasonable for the arresting officer to search the person 
arrested in order to remove any weapons that the latter might 
seek to use in order to resist arrest or effect his escape . . . In 
addition, it is entirely reasonable for the arresting officer to 
search for and seize any evidence on the arrestee’s person in 
order to prevent its concealment or destruction. And the area 
into which an arrestee might reach in order to grab a weapon or 
evidentiary items must, of course, be governed by a like rule. ”



Reasoning: 4th Amendment

“Nor is the rationale by which the State seeks here 
to sustain the search of the petitioner’s house 
supported by a reasoned view of the background 
and purpose of the Fourth Amendment. .”

“…the Amendment’s proscription of 
‘unreasonable searches and seizures’ must be 
read in light of ‘the history that gave rise to the 
words’—a history of ‘abuses so deeply felt by 
the Colonies as to be one of the potent causes of 
the Revolution * * *.’”



Reasoning: Policy 
“‘To say that the search must be reasonable is to require 
some criterion of reason . . . What is the test of reason 
which makes a search reasonable? The test is the 
reason underlying and expressed by the Fourth 
Amendment: the history and experience which it 
embodies and the safeguards afforded by it against the 
evils to which it was a response.’”

“It would be possible, of course, to draw a line between [cases] . . . For 
Rabinowitz involved a single room, and Harris a four-room apartment, 
while in the case before us an entire house was searched. But such a 
distinction would be highly artificial. The rationale that allowed the 
searches and seizures in Rabinowitz and Harris would allow the searches 
and seizures in this case. . . . The only reasoned distinction is one between 
a search of the person arrested and the area within his reach on the one 
hand, and more extensive searches on the other.”



Holding

“There is ample justification, therefore, for a 
search of the arrestee’s person and the area 
‘within his immediate control’—construing 
that phrase to mean the area from within 
which he might gain possession of a weapon 
or destructible evidence.”



Holding?/Disposition

A Holding: “It is time, for the reasons we 
have stated, to hold that on their own facts, 
and insofar as the principles they stand for are 
inconsistent with those that we have endorsed 
today, they [Rabinowitz and Harris] are no 
longer to be followed.”

Disposition: “The scope of the search was, therefore, 
‘unreasonable’ under the Fourth and Fourteenth 
Amendments and the petitioner’s conviction cannot 
stand.

Reversed.”



Concurrence & Dissent 

• Why take the time? (That is, what is being added, 
distinguished, challenged?)



The Way We Read
• For Class

• Describe the Case (summarize posture, facts, question)
• Identify the Rule 

• What is it based on? Reasoning? (lion’s share of  work)
• Basis? (Constitution/cases/law/policy/legislative history)

• Discuss and test the rule
• Critique the reasoning
• Hypotheticals (apply the rules to new fact patterns)

• In Practice (and in Lawyering)
• We almost always already have a set of  facts . . .
• . . . So we read other cases in light of  our current facts (i.e., for the strengths and 

weaknesses of  our case)
• Similarities / Distinctions



•Legal writing and its terminology can be 
tough

•The terminology is new

•Oftentimes, the writing is just plain bad:
“The place was used for retailing and drinking 
intoxicating liquors.”



How to Read a Judicial Opinion: A Guide for New 
Law Students

Professor Orin S. Kerr
George Washington University Law School

http://euro.ecom.cmu.edu/program/law/08-732/Courts/howtoreadv2.pdf
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