Stupidity Profiling

By Robert Ginnaven


Do you ever get that feeling when you drive by a police car that you’re getting ready to get busted?  It’s like the bad dream that haunts you from you from your school days, the one where you signed up for a class and forgot about it, until the day before the final exam.  You wake up in a cold sweat thanking your lucky stars that you’ve been out of school for over twenty years.  I suppose there have been occasions of what used to be considered youthful indiscretions that come back to haunt me whenever I’m in the presence of the law.  You remember those things you got away with that may be retold among your old friends as a war story with a modicum of admiration and a good measure of relief that none of you were ever caught.  Maybe it’s the feeling of guilt that produces that leap of the heart whenever the blue lights come on, causing you to nearly have to pull over to regain your composure after the siren wails past you, as you tailspin out of a myriad of questions bombarding you from your sordid past.  Are you carrying any incriminating evidence in plain view, other than the incredibly guilty look on your face, which will out your secret past to the ever-suspecting officer? 


Where is that fine line that separates me from the guy that just got pulled over, who is now living the nightmare of getting caught doing something he shouldn’t be doing, at the time he is doing it?  From reading the Arrest Reports in the daily newspaper, I think I’m getting a handle on why I’m still on the road, and the other fellow is on his way to the pokey.  I’m calling it, “Stupidity Profiling”.  It’s an unwritten method used by officers to target brainless violators who wear their affliction on their sleeves, so to speak.  

Take the fellow who was reported to have been pulled over for an “obscured license plate”, or the other guy who was pulled over “when his headlights were turned off as it pulled into a business,” and who said upon being pulled over, “I was dropping off a friend for work, but I don’t know why I turned my headlights off.”  The next thing you know, the officer, following the unwritten profiling policy, asks one of the passengers without identification, “What’s your name?”  Perhaps the passenger is comforted by the fact that he left his wallet at home, never considering that Deputy Fife might suspect that something was up, or merely a false confidence that rolling all of the windows down in below freezing temperatures just before pulling off the road adequately filtered the compartment of a smoldering joint that was hastily secreted between the pages of a social studies textbook tossed on the floorboard.  “My name is John Doe,” says the still confident passenger, not yet appreciating where this traffic stop may be heading.  And then comes the big question, the answer to which separates the men from the boys, or, as some would say, separates the innocent from the guilty.  “Sir, do you mind if I search your vehicle?”


  The officer glares at the occupants of the vehicle, like parents might do, but with the authority to offer up more than a spanking depending upon what else may lurk in the untouched nooks and crannies of this vehicle with an “obscured license plate”.  Little do the occupants realize that hiding in the unread pages of their textbook, along with the snuffed joint, is a copy of the Fourth Amendment to the Constitution, the one that has been variously interpreted to require an officer to have reasonable cause to search a vehicle, unless the owner gives his consent to a search.  Fearing that a refusal to allow a search will cause the officer to think something is wrong, Mr. Doe and his cohorts consent.  With deft efficiency, the joint is quickly discovered and the whole lot is cuffed and packed into the several patrol cars that have arrived on the scene since the stop.


So there they go off to jail, while I continue on my way with my rubberneck snapping back into to place, my license plate un-obscured, my headlights on, uttering a huge sigh of relief.  How would you answer the question asking permission to search your car if you were pulled over because your license plate was obscured, or your taillight was out, or you crossed the centerline while you were picking up a french fry that missed your mouth in the rush to finish your lunch?  Will your fear allow you to succumb to finding yourself on the roadside stage with an audience of rubberneckers during the lunch hour rush, or will you just say no?  It should not be news to any of us, but a search of your vehicle without consent, or without probable cause is illegal.  Just another of your rights brought to you by your friendly U.S. Constitution. Use them, or lose them.
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