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This week’s discussion centers around one of the most significant Supreme
Court cases in the realm of criminal justice and law enforcement practices:
Tennessee v. Garner (1985). Understanding this case is essential for
students, legal professionals, and anyone interested in the balance between
law enforcement authority and individual rights. This case fundamentally
reshaped how police use deadly force, emphasizing constitutional protections
under the Fourth Amendment. In this comprehensive review, we will explore the
background of the case, the legal questions involved, the Court's reasoning
and decision, and its lasting implications on law enforcement practices
nationwide.

Background of Tennessee v. Garner (1985)

Case Overview

Tennessee v. Garner arose when Memphis police officers shot and killed a
teenage suspect, Edward Garner, who was fleeing after allegedly committing a
burglary. The police officer, Elton Hipps, observed Garner running from a
house after the burglary and believed Garner was dangerous and might pose a
threat to others. When Garner attempted to escape over a fence, Officer Hipps
shot him in the back, hitting Garner and causing his death.

The case was initially brought to court when Garner’s family challenged the
shooting, claiming it was an unreasonable use of deadly force and violated
Garner’s Fourth Amendment rights against unreasonable searches and seizures.
The case eventually reached the U.S. Supreme Court, which examined whether
the use of deadly force to apprehend a fleeing suspect was constitutionally
permissible under the Fourth Amendment.

Legal Context Before the Case

Prior to Tennessee v. Garner, police officers often relied on their
discretion to use deadly force if they believed it was necessary to prevent
the escape of a suspect. The prevalent legal standard was rooted in the
"reasonableness" doctrine established by the 1985 Supreme Court case of



Tennessee v. Garner. However, courts had inconsistent standards, with some
permitting deadly force against suspected felons regardless of whether they
posed a threat.

The case challenged this broad authority, initiating a reevaluation of the
constitutional limits on police use of deadly force.

Legal Questions and Issues

The case zeroed in on critical constitutional questions, primarily centered
on the Fourth Amendment, which guards against unreasonable searches and
seizures.

Main Legal Question

- Is the use of deadly force to prevent the escape of a fleeing suspect a
violation of the Fourth Amendment unless the officer has probable cause to
believe that the suspect poses a significant threat of death or serious
physical injury to the officer or others?

Secondary Issues

- What standards should govern police use of deadly force?
- How do existing precedents align with modern law enforcement practices?
- What constitutes "reasonableness" in the context of deadly force?

The Supreme Court’s Decision

Majority Opinion

Written by Justice Potter Stewart, the Supreme Court ruled in a 6-3 decision
that the use of deadly force against an unarmed, non-dangerous suspect to
prevent escape is unconstitutional under the Fourth Amendment. The Court held
that:

- Deadly force may only be used if there is probable cause to believe that
the suspect poses a significant threat of death or serious physical injury to
the officer or others.

- The Fourth Amendment prohibits police from using deadly force against a
fleeing suspect simply to prevent their escape, unless such a threat exists.



Justice Stewart emphasized that the use of deadly force is a "seizure" under
the Fourth Amendment, which must be reasonable. The Court reasoned that
shooting a fleeing suspect who does not pose a threat violates this
reasonableness standard.

Concurring and Dissenting Opinions

- Some justices expressed concern about potential limitations on law
enforcement's ability to apprehend dangerous suspects.

- Dissenting justices argued that in certain circumstances, deadly force
might be justified to prevent the escape of a suspect who committed a serious
crime.

Implications of the Ruling

The decision in Tennessee v. Garner had profound and lasting effects on law
enforcement policies and constitutional law.

Legal and Policy Changes

- Standardization of Deadly Force Use: Police agencies across the United
States adopted policies that restrict the use of deadly force to situations
where the suspect poses a significant threat.

- Training and Protocols: Law enforcement training programs incorporated the
Court’s reasoning, emphasizing de-escalation and threat assessment.

- Legal Standards: Courts increasingly examined whether police conduct was
"reasonable" based on the circumstances, leading to more scrutiny of police
shootings.

Broader Impact on Civil Rights and Police Practices

- The ruling reinforced the constitutional protections of suspects and
citizens against excessive use of force.

- It prompted ongoing debates about law enforcement accountability and the
need for reform in policing practices.

- The case set a precedent that influences how courts evaluate police conduct
in use-of-force cases today.



Key Takeaways from Tennessee v. Garner

- Use of Deadly Force is Limited: Police can only use deadly force if there
is probable cause to believe the suspect poses a significant threat.

- Fourth Amendment Protections: The case reaffirmed that the Fourth Amendment
applies during law enforcement activities, including the use of deadly force.
- Reasonableness Standard: The reasonableness of police actions is judged
from the perspective of a reasonable officer at the scene, considering the
circumstances.

Relevance Today

The principles established in Tennessee v. Garner continue to influence law
enforcement policies, judicial decisions, and public discourse on police use
of force. Recent high-profile incidents involving police shootings have
renewed focus on the standards set by this case.

- Many police departments have revisited and revised their use-of-force
policies to align with the Court’s ruling.

- Courts scrutinize shootings through the lens of the Tennessee v. Garner
standard, balancing officer safety with constitutional rights.

- The case remains a cornerstone of Fourth Amendment jurisprudence, guiding
discussions on civil rights, policing, and community safety.

Conclusion

Tennessee v. Garner (1985) stands as a pivotal case that redefined the
boundaries of lawful police conduct in the context of apprehending suspects.
Its emphasis on the reasonableness of deadly force and the protection of
individual rights under the Fourth Amendment continues to shape law
enforcement practices and judicial review. As society grapples with issues of
police accountability and civil liberties, understanding this case provides
essential insight into the constitutional principles that govern law
enforcement actions.

Students and practitioners alike should become familiar with Tennessee v.
Garner to appreciate the delicate balance between effective policing and
respecting constitutional rights. Its legacy underscores the importance of
restraint, judgment, and adherence to constitutional standards in
safeguarding both community safety and individual freedoms.



Remember: Analyzing case law like Tennessee v. Garner involves understanding
the facts, the legal questions, the Court’s reasoning, and the broader
implications. Engaging critically with such cases enhances legal literacy and
informs ongoing discussions on justice and civil liberties.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central issue in the case Tennessee v.
Garner (1985)7?

The central issue is whether the use of deadly force by a police officer to
prevent the escape of a fleeing suspect violates the Fourth Amendment's
prohibition against unreasonable searches and seizures.

How did the Supreme Court rule in Tennessee v.
Garner (1985)7?

The Supreme Court ruled that officers may not use deadly force to prevent the
escape of a fleeing suspect unless they have probable cause to believe the
suspect poses a significant threat of death or serious physical injury to the
officer or others.

What precedent did Tennessee v. Garner set regarding
police use of force?

The case established that the use of deadly force must be reasonable and
proportionate to the threat posed, emphasizing that deadly force cannot be
used solely to prevent the suspect’s escape.

Why was the case Tennessee v. Garner considered a
significant Fourth Amendment decision?

Because it clarified the constitutional limits on police use of deadly force,
reinforcing protections against unreasonable searches and seizures under the
Fourth Amendment.

What facts led to the incident in Tennessee V.
Garner?

A police officer responded to a burglary report and saw the suspect fleeing.
The officer shot and killed the suspect when he believed the suspect was
about to escape, raising questions about the lawfulness of using deadly force
in such circumstances.



How does Tennessee v. Garner impact police training
and policies today?

The case influences law enforcement policies by emphasizing the need for
officers to assess threats carefully and to use deadly force only when
justified by imminent danger, leading to revised use-of-force protocols.

What are the key constitutional principles discussed
in Tennessee v. Garner?

Key principles include the Fourth Amendment's protection against unreasonable
searches and seizures and the requirement that the use of deadly force be
objectively reasonable under the circumstances.

In what ways did Tennessee v. Garner influence
subsequent civil rights and police accountability
cases?

It set a legal benchmark for evaluating the reasonableness of police force,
influencing numerous cases and promoting greater accountability and scrutiny
of law enforcement conduct.

What criticisms or controversies arose following the
ruling in Tennessee v. Garner?

Some critics argued that the ruling limited police effectiveness in
apprehending suspects and could potentially embolden suspects, while
supporters believed it was necessary to protect citizens from excessive
force.

How can students analyze Tennessee v. Garner from a
constitutional rights perspective?

Students can examine how the case balances law enforcement needs with
individual Fourth Amendment rights, considering the implications for civil
liberties and the standards of reasonableness in police conduct.

Additional Resources
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The case of Tennessee v. Garner (1985) stands as a pivotal moment in American
criminal law and constitutional jurisprudence. It fundamentally reshaped the
understanding of the Fourth Amendment’s application to police use of deadly
force. This landmark Supreme Court decision examined the delicate balance
between law enforcement authority and individual constitutional rights,
particularly the right to be free from unreasonable searches and seizures. As
students and practitioners of criminal justice, it is essential to become
thoroughly familiar with the facts, legal questions, and implications of this
case. Doing so not only deepens comprehension of constitutional protections
but also informs current debates on police conduct and civil rights.

Background and Context of the Case
The Inciting Incident

The case originated from a police pursuit in Memphis, Tennessee. On October
3, 1974, Memphis police officers responded to a report of an armed burglary
suspect. The suspect, 16-year-old Edward Garner, was identified as a juvenile
suspected of breaking into a home. The officers located Garner and attempted
to apprehend him. Garner fled into a backyard, and Officer Leslie Wright
pursued him.

The Use of Deadly Force

When Garner reached the top of a fence and appeared to be surrendering,
Officer Wright shot him in the back of the head, resulting in Garner’s death.
The officer claimed he believed Garner was an armed felon who might pose a
threat to others or himself, thus justifying the use of deadly force.
Garner's family challenged this claim, asserting that the shooting was
unjustified and violated Garner’s constitutional rights.

Legal Proceedings and Lower Court Rulings

The case initially proceeded through the Tennessee state courts, where
Garner’s family argued that the shooting violated the Fourth Amendment’s
prohibition against unreasonable searches and seizures. The lower courts
disagreed, holding that the use of deadly force was permissible when a
suspect poses a threat. The case was then appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court,
which agreed to hear the matter due to its constitutional implications.

The Core Legal Question
What Does the Fourth Amendment Require?
At the heart of Tennessee v. Garner was the question: Does the use of deadly

force to prevent the escape of a suspected felon violate the Fourth
Amendment’s prohibition on unreasonable searches and seizures? More



specifically, the Court had to determine whether police officers could use
deadly force without establishing whether the suspect posed a threat of harm.

Key Issues Presented

- Reasonableness Standard: Under what circumstances is the use of deadly
force considered "reasonable" under the Fourth Amendment?

- Prevention of Escape: Is the mere suspicion that a suspect might flee
sufficient justification for using deadly force?

- Assessment of Threat: Must officers have probable cause to believe that a
suspect poses a threat before employing deadly force?

The Supreme Court’s Holding and Rationale
The Majority Opinion

The Supreme Court, in a 6-3 decision authored by Justice Powell, held that
the use of deadly force to prevent the escape of all felony suspects, absent
any threat of harm to officers or others, is constitutionally unreasonable.
The Court ruled that:

> "The need for the individual officer to make a split-second judgment must
be balanced against the Constitution's guarantee of reasonableness."

The Key Principles Established

1. Reasonableness Standard: The Court emphasized that the reasonableness of
police conduct should be judged from the perspective of a reasonable officer
on the scene, rather than with the benefit of hindsight.

2. Protection Against Unnecessary Deadly Force: The Court declared that
deadly force may only be used if there is probable cause to believe that the
suspect poses a significant threat of death or serious physical injury to the
officer or others.

3. Invalidity of the "Fleeing Felon" Rule: The Court explicitly rejected the
"fleeing felon" rule, which permitted police to use deadly force against
suspects solely on the basis of their suspected felony, without considering
whether they posed an immediate threat.

The Rationale for the Decision

The Court’'s reasoning centered on the Fourth Amendment's core purpose of
protecting individuals from arbitrary and excessive government intrusion. It
recognized that:

- Deadly force is a seizure that must be justified by a compelling need.
- Applying a blanket rule permitting the shooting of fleeing suspects
violates constitutional protections.



- The threat to public safety or officer safety must be actual or imminent,
not merely speculative.

Impact and Legal Significance
A Shift in Police Use-of-Force Policies

Tennessee v. Garner served as a catalyst for reforming police practices
nationwide. Law enforcement agencies were compelled to develop clearer
policies emphasizing that deadly force should only be used when necessary to
prevent imminent harm.

Clarification of Fourth Amendment Protections

The ruling reaffirmed that the Fourth Amendment’s reasonableness requirement
applies to all seizures, including deadly force, and that individual rights
cannot be sacrificed on the basis of suspicion alone. This set a
constitutional standard that officers must meet before employing deadly
force.

Influence on Subsequent Case Law

The decision has been cited extensively in cases involving police conduct,
including issues related to:

- Excessive use of force
- Qualified immunity

- Police accountability and reform efforts

It also laid the groundwork for the development of departmental policies that
restrict the circumstances under which deadly force may be used.

Broader Implications and Contemporary Relevance

The Role of Probable Cause and Threat Assessment

Garner clarified that police must have probable cause to believe a suspect
poses a significant threat before employing deadly force. This has led to
increased emphasis on threat assessment procedures and training.

The Ongoing Debate on Police Violence

Despite the clarity provided by the ruling, debates persist regarding:

- The adequacy of police training in threat assessment

- The application of the reasonableness standard in high-stress situations
- The use of deadly force against unarmed or non-violent suspects



Calls for Reforms and Policy Changes

In recent years, movements such as Black Lives Matter and others have
advocated for stricter policies, body cameras, and accountability measures
grounded in principles articulated in Garner. Many jurisdictions have revised
their use-of-force policies to align with the Court’s ruling, emphasizing de-
escalation and the necessity of imminent threat.

Critical Analysis
Strengths of the Garner Decision

- Protection of Civil Rights: The ruling reinforced constitutional
protections against arbitrary police violence.

- Clarity and Guidance: It provided clear standards that law enforcement
agencies could adopt, promoting accountability.

- Judicial Oversight: It underscored the importance of judicial review in
policing practices.

Limitations and Challenges

- Subjectivity in "Reasonableness": The standard relies on the perspective of
a reasonable officer, which can vary widely in practice.

- High-Stress Situations: In real-time, officers may struggle to accurately
assess threats, leading to potential overuse or underuse of force.

- Implementation Gaps: Not all jurisdictions have effectively translated the
ruling into practice, leading to ongoing issues with police misconduct.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Tennessee v. Garner

Tennessee v. Garner remains a cornerstone case in American constitutional
law, shaping how police conduct deadly force. It underscores the importance
of balancing law enforcement efficiency with constitutional safeguards. As
society continues to grapple with issues of police accountability,
understanding this case provides essential insight into the legal standards
that govern police use of force and civil liberties protections. For
students, legal practitioners, and policymakers alike, becoming familiar with
Garner 1is crucial for fostering informed discussions and meaningful reforms
in policing and criminal justice.
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