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NotICE:, [*ij This preliminary LEXISversion IS able cause exists to believe that a traffic violation has 

unedited~<[~~j~t~ ~~i.s.~~n:, ' , ' " ". _ __ ,. occUrred.. See, e.g." De'aware. v. Prouse, 440 U. S. 
" "," . , " 648, 659. , Petitioners claim that, because the police 

The LEXIS pagination of this d~ument is subject to may ~ tempted to use comm<,>nly OCcurring traffic vio
change pending release of the final published version. . lations 'as means ofinvestigating violations 'of otherlaws, ' 

the Fourth Amendment test for' traffic siops shouid be 
PRIOR HISTORY: ON' W:RITOFCERTIORARr TO whether a r~nable officer would have stopped the car 
THE 'UNITED STATES COURT OF'APPEALS FOR , for the purpose of enforcing the traffic violation at issue. 
THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA CIRCUIT. , However, this Court's cases foreclose the argument that' 

ulterior motives can invalidate pQlice conduct justified 
SYLLABUS: on the basis [*3] of probable cause. See, e.g., United 
Plainclothes policemen patrollirig a, "high dCug area" in , States v. ' RobiiJson, 414 U. S. 218, 221, n.l,236. 
an unmarked vehicle observed a ,truck driven by peti Subjective intentions play no role in ordinary, probable
tioner Brown waiting at a stop sign at an intersection for cause Fourth Amen?ment analysis.' pp. 3-7. . 
an unusually long time; the' truck then turned suddenty, 
without signalling, and sped off at an "un:reasonable" (b) Although framed as an, empirical questiori-':whether 
speed. The officers stopped the vehicle, assertOOly to the officer's cOnduct deviated materially from standard. 

, warn the driver about traffic violations, and" upon ap ,police practices-petitioners' proposed test is 'plainlyde
proaching the truck observed plastic bags of crack co-' signed to combat the, perceived danger of pretextual , 
caine in petitioner Whren's hands. Petitioners were stops. It is thus inconsistent with this Court's cases,' 
arrested. Prior to trial on federal drug charges, they , which make clear that the Fourth Amendment;s concern 
: moved for 'suppression of the evidence, arguing that the With "reasonableness" allows Certain actions to be taken 
stop had not beenjustifltxi by either a reasonable suspi in certuncircumstances, whatever the subJective' intent. 
Cion or probable cause to believe petitioners [*2] were See, e.g., Robinson, supra, at 236. Nor can the Fourth 
engaged in illegal drug-dealing activity, and that the offi- ' Amendment's protections be thought to vary from place 
cers' traffic-violation ground for approaching the truck to place and from time to tinie, which would be the 
was pretextual.' ,The, motion to suppress was d~ed, consequence of aS~sing the reasonableness of police 
petitioners were convicted, and the Court of ApPeals , conduct in light oflocal law enforcement practices.,pp., 
affirmed.' ' 7-10. ,," ' 

Held: The temporarydete~tion ofa motbri~t upon"prob (c)AlSo rejeCted is petiti~n~rs' 'argument that the.bal
able cause to believe that he has violated the traffic laws ancing of iriterests inherent mFoUrth Amendment in
does not'violate ,the Fourth Amendment's prohlbition ' "'q~es does ,not support enfo~ment'of minor traffic 
against urireasonable seizures; even ira reasonable .of- , Jaws by plainCiothes Police in umriarked vehicleS, since, ' 
'ficer would not have stopped the motorist absent some " that practice only lninimally advallces the government's 
additional law enforcement objeCtive., pp. :3-13.' . [*4] interest in trafficSllfety while sUbjectinginotorists 

to' inconvenience, 'confuSion, and anxiety. Where prob:. ' 
(a) Detention of a motorist' is reaso~ble 'where prob- able ca~ exists, thiS Court has found it necessary to 
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" " " ',engage in balaficing ~niyin caSes iIivol~g searches, or and ,the" resUlting seizure of th~ drugs. They argued 
".: , seizures cepducted in a manner unusually harmful to the that the stop had no~ been justified by probable cause , , 

~ 
, 

:" ·individua1~.. See;.' e".g., Tt4n~see v. Garner, 471 ~ S; to believe,or even reasonable suspicion, thai petition
1. The' making' 'of a traffic stOp.out.:.of-uiriform does' ers were engaged in illegal drug-dea1ing' activity; and ' 

".' 	 ,; ': not'remotely qualify as sUch.an extreme practice: pp. , that Officer Soto' s asserted ground for approaching the 

I '10,.13'~ , . , 
 vehiCle-,to give the driver a warning concerning traffic 

violations"':, was pretextual. The District Court denied 
53 E 3d 371, affirmed~' ., the suppression motion, concluding ,that "the facts of the . ... '. . . ." 

'stop were not controverted, ", and "there was nothing to 
, , JUDGES: SCALIA, J~, delivered the opiIiion for a unan;.. really demonstrate ,that the ac,tions of the officers werc;,\ , 

imous Court. ' contrary toa normal traffic stop." App. 5. 

,Petitioners were convicted of~e co~ts at issue here. ' " 
, , OPINIONBY: SCALIA 

, The Court of Appeals affirmed the convictions, holding' 
, , 

with respect to the suppreSsion issue that, "regardless of
OPINION: JUSTICE SCALIA delivered the opinion of 

, " whether a police offiCer subjectively believes that ~e Octhe Court.' 	 , ,!~ 'tJ ' , 
..' cupants ofan automobile may be engaging in Some, other 

In this case we decide whether the, temporary deten- illegal behavior, a traffic stop is permiSsible as 10Ilg as a 
--'----'-1,	tien-of~a·motorist~who the~lice have probable ,~use to reasonable officer in the same circumstances could have 

believe has cOmmitted a civil traffic violation is mcon- ' , stopped the car for the suspected tr3.ffic violation. ~ 53 F., " 
'. 

' 

sistent with the Fourth Amendment's prohibition against ,3d 371, 374-375 (CADC 1995). We granted certiorari. 
unreasonable seizures unless a,reasonable officer would,', 516 0., S. _'_ [*7] (1996)~ 
havebeen motivated to stop the car by a deSire to enforce 
the traffic laws: 

: 	 " " 

,IT 

I 


, The Fourth Amendment gUaranteeS "the right of the ' 
On theev'ening of June 10, 1993,plainCIothes'vice-' ~pleto be secure in their pe~ns, houSes, papers, 

squadoffieers of the District of Columbia Metropolitan , ,and effects, against unr~nable searches ~d seizures ... 
Police Department were patrolling' a "high drug area" . Temporary detention of individuals' during the stop of 
of the citY'in aD. unmarked car. Tlteir suspicions were , an automobile by the police, even: if oDIyfor a brief pe
aroused when they passed [*5] a'dark Pathfinder truck, , riod and for a limited purpose, constitutes a "seizure" 
W;th temporary license plates anrl.'youthful occupants . ' of "personS" within the meaning of this provision. See 
waiting at a stop sign, 'the driver looking down iIito the' Di!laware \I, Pfouse~ 440 U. S. 648, 653 (1979},',United 
lap of the passenger at his right. The truck remained Siates v. Martinez-Fuerte, 428 U. §.543, 5,56 (1976» 
stopped at the intersection for ,what' seemed an unusu~' United States '\I, Brignoni~Ponce, 422U. S. 873; 878 
ally long time-mor~than 20 seconds" ',When the po (1975). An automobile stop is thus subject to the con:' 
lice car executed aU-tUrD. in order to head back toward ' stitutional imperative that it not,be "unreasonable", un-' 
the truck, ',the Pathfinder turned suddenly to its right, der the circumstances,. As a general matter, the decision 
without sigruilling~ and sped offat 8n "unreasonable" ' to stop' an automobile is reasonable' where the police ' 
speed; Thepalicemen followed, and ina short while , have probabie cause to believe that a traffic violation' 
overtook the Pathfinder' when it' stopped behind other .'has occurred. See Prouse, supra, at 659,' Pennsylvania 

, traffic at' a red light. " They pulled 'up 'alongside. and v. MimrtIs,434 U.' S. i06, 109/1977) (per curiam). " 
Officer Epb.raiJ:D. Soto stepped out ,and approached, the 

, Petitioners aCcept that Offll::erSotohad ptobabh;;eause 
" driver's door,.identifying hi.mSe1f as a police officer and ' 

, to believe that variQUS proyisions of the Qistrict of,
, directing the driver; petitioner Brown, to put the vehicle '. " Columbia traffic cQde ~ heeD. violated. See ~1.s D.
'mpark., When SO,todrew up to the driver's window, lie " ,c. Mun., Regs. §§ 2213.4 (1995) ("An operator Shall ..
immediately ob~rved two large plastic bags ofwhat ap~ . ' 

" •. 	give [*8] full time and attention to the operation of
peared to be crack cocaine in petitioner WbreD.'s b8nds. 

'the vehicle"); 2204.3'("No'person Shall tum any vehicle 
"PetItioners were a.t"ieSted~ and quantities of several typeS, ' 

". . • without giving aD. appropriate sigDal"); 2200.3 , o(illegal driigs were ~trieved from the,vehicle.', .' ' ' : . , 'GNo personShall dqve a vehicle. , • ata speed gr~ter 
" Petitioners 'we~charged in a four-co~t indictine'nt ,.', than is reasonable ,arid prudent under the conditions"). 

with violating various federal drug laws; including 21 . They argue, however, that "in the unique con.text ofcivil , 
'/U. S.· ¢.§§ '84.4(a) and 860(a). At a' [*61pretrla1 sup-:.: . " 'traffic regulations" probable caUse is not enough. Since;' 
pression hearing, they challenged the legality of the stop', , theYcon,ten4. the useof'automobilesis so heavily and," 'I 

",. . 
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, rfrinutely regUla~ that total ~mpli8nce with traffic and . 
Safety rules is. llearly impossible~a police officer will ' 

. ' . ,almost invariably be able to catch any given motorist 
. 'in a teChnical violation. ,This creates the temptation to 

use traffic stops as ameans of investigating other law 
violations, as to:whichno,probable cause or even artic":. ' 
ulable suspicion 'eXists. PetitionerS, who are both black, 
further contend that poliCe officers~ght.decide which 
motorists to stop based on decidedly impermissible fac
tors, such as the, race of the car's occupants. To·avoid ' 
this danger, they say, the Fourth Amoo.dment test for 

. traffic stops should be,not the normal one (applied by. 
the Court of Appeals) ofwhether probable cause existed 
to justify ~estop; butrather, whether [*9] a: police of
ficer, acting reasonably, wo1,1ld have made the stop for 
the reason given. '\: '11 ' , , 

A 

Petitioners contend that the standard they propose is 
. consistent with our past ,cases' diSapproval of poliCe at
tempts to use valid bases of action against citizens as· 

. pretexts for, pursuing other investigatory. agoo.das. We 
are reminded that in Florida v. wills,' 495 U S. 1,'4 
(1990), we stated that "an inventory' sea'rch[ nl ] must: 
not be used as a ruse for, a general rummaging in order 
to discover incrinlinating evidence-; 'that.in Colorado v. 
Bertine, 479 U S. 367, 372 (1987), in apprqving an in
ventory search, we apparently thought it significant that 
there had ~n ~no showing that the police, who were 

, folloWing standard procedures, acted in bad faith or for 
the sole purpose ofinvestigation"; and thatinNewYork 
v. Burger, 482 US. 691, 716-717, n. 27 (1987), we 
observed, in upholding the Constitutionality' of a war
rantless administrative inspection,n2 that the search did 
not appear to be "a 'pretext' for obtaining evidence of . 
. • violation of. . ~ penal laws. W But only an undis
cerning reader would regard these cil.ses as endorsmg the 
principle that ulterior motives can [*10] inva:lidate po
lice Conduct that is justifiable on the basis of probable 
cause to believe that a.violation of law has occurred. In 
each case we were addressing the viilidity' of a search 
conducted in the absence ofprobable cause. Our quOted 
statements. simply explain that the exemption from the ' 
need for probable cause (and warrant), Which is acCorded .. 
to searches made for the purpose ofinventory or admin

. istrative.regwation, is not accorded to searches. that are 
not madefor'those 'purposes. See BertililJ, supra, at 
371.;372; Burger,supra; at 702-70~. ' 

nl An inv~~~ search is tli~ 'search of property . 
, lawfully seized and ~etained. in order to ·.ensurethat . .' . 
it is harmless, to Secure valuable items (such as might 
be kept in a towed Car). and to protect against false 

clahns of losS or ~ge. ,See· $oulh Dakota: ~"" 
(Jppennan; 428 U.S. 364, 369 (1976). " . 

n2 An administrative inspecti(;n is the: ~- . 
tion of businesspre.rnises conducted, by authori-;' 

, ties responsible for 'eruorcing a pervasive regulatory 
Scheme-for example~ uDannoUnced inspection of a 
mine for compliance with, health. and safety stan
dafdS. See Donovan ,v. . Dewey,: 452 U S. 594, 
599-005 (1981). 

, [*111. 

Petitioners also rely upon Colorado v. Bannister, 449 .; 
U S. 1 (1980) (per curiam),;a case which, like this one. 
jp,volved a traffic stop as the prelude to a plain:..view .. 
sighting and arrest on charges wholly wirelated to the 
basis for the stop. Petitioners point to oUr'statemoo.t 
that "there was rio evidence whatsoever that the offi-, 
cer's presoo.ce to isSue a ti:affic ,citation was a pretext 
to coDfirin any Qther previous suspicion about the occu
pants" of the car. Id;;at 4, n~ 4. that dictum at most 
demoIiStratesthat the' Court in Bannister found no need . 
to inquire into the question now under discussion;· not 
that it was certain of the answer. ' And it Inay· demon

· strate even less thai1 i:hat: ifby "pretext" the Court meant 
that the officer really had not seen the carspeewng, the 
statement would mean only that there 'waS'no reason to . ' 

··doubt probable caUse for the traffic stop. 
'.' . 

,It woUId. moreover, be anoIn8I~us, to say the least, 
to treat a· statement in a footnote in the per curiam 
Bannister opinion as.indicating a reversal of:our.Prlor 

, . law. Petitioners' difficulty"is 'not simpiya laCk ofaf
finnative support for· their position. Not only· have 
weneyer held. '~utside the cOntext [*12] of invoo.tOry 
search or administrative inspection (diScussed above), 
that an officer:s motlv~ invalidates objectively juStifi:.. 
'able behavior under the Fourth Amendment; but we 
have repeatedly held and'asserted the contrary.' In United 
States, v. Villamonte-Marquez, 462 U S. 579, 584, n. 
3 (1983), we held thai an otherwise'valid warrantless 

·boa.fding of a vessel by ctistoins officials wasnof ren- .' . 
dered invalid "because the customs officerS were'accom

· panied by a Louisiana sWe policeman; and werefollow
ing aninfon:n8nt'stiptlult a vessel iIi the ship channel 

. was thought to be carrying marihuana." We flatly dis
mis~ the idea that an ulterior motive might Serve to 
strip theagen~ oftheir legal juStification. In United 
S(ates, v. Robinson; 414 U. S. 218(1973), we held thai 

· Ii traffic-violation 'arr~t (of the s4rt here) ,would not be 
rendered invalid by the faCt that it was "a mere pretext . 
for a narcotics search." id;, at 221, n. 1,' and thai, a 
l8.wful~starrestsearchofthe petson would not be reri-,' 
dered inva:lid by the fact tha't i~ was not motivated by the ' 
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officer-safety' concern that justifies such' searches, see , Why onewould frame a test designed to' cOmbat pn;~' 
id., at 236. See alsO Gustafson v. Florida, 414U [*131 , text in such fashion that the court caDnot take into lIb- , 

. ".'S. 260, 266 (1973). Aild in Scott v. United States/436 count actual and admitted pretext is it curiositYlhat caD. ' ":, 

U S. 128, 138, (1978), in rejecting the conte~tion that only be explained by the fact that Our cases have fore~',' ' 

Wiretap evidene;e was subject to' exclusion' becliuse the" closed the more sensible option. If those ,caseS, were ' , 


, agents conducting the tap had failed to make ,any effort " based only upon the evidentiary difficulty of eStablish~ " 
to comply willi the st8;tutory requirement thatunauth<r ' ing subjective intent, petitioners'atte~t to roOt out' 
rized acquisitions be minimized, we said that ·subjective subjective vices through objective m~ might Inake 
intent alone. • . does not make otherwise lawful Con Sense. 'But 'they were not based only upon that; or indeed 
duct illegal or unconstitutional. ·We described Robinson' even principally upon that. Their principal basis-which 
as having established that "the fact that the office~ doeS applies' equally to' attempts to reach subjective, intent " 
not have the state of mitld which is hypothecated by the " through ostensibly objective meanS-is simply that,the 
reasons which provide the legal justifiCation for the offi~ , FourlhAmendment's concern with irreasonableness""al:' 
cer's action does not invalidate the action taken as long , lows certain actionS to be taken in ~~ ch-cumstances, 
as llie circumstances, viewed objectively, jUstify that ac- ' " whatever the subjective intent. 'see,e~g.; Robinson, 
tion~ " 436 U. S., at'lJ1J. " · ' ' ", "supra, at 236 <-Since it is the fact of custodial :aITest 

which gives rise to the,authority to search, it is' of no
We think these eases foreclose any argument that the 

moment that [the officer] did not indicate anY, I1Ubjective: . '. I'""----~nstitutional reasonableness'of traffic stops,!iej>ends ' ",fear ofthe [~tee] or that [*16] he did nothiinselfsus- ,,' 
, on the actual motivations of the individ~ officers in

peet diat [the arrestee] was a.tmed W
); ,Gustafson, supra, 

volved. 'We of course, agree with petitioners tlui.t the 
'at 266 (same). But even ifour ConCern bad been only,

Constitution prohibits selective ~nforCeJlleDt of the law 
, an eVidentiary one, petitioners' proposal w~U1d by no

based on considerations such as race. But the constitu
means assuage it. Indeed, it seems to us somewhat eas

tional basis for objecting to intentionally,discrlDnnatory 
ier to figure out the intent of an individual officer than ' 

, application oflaws is ,the EqUal Protection Clause, [*14] 
to plumb the collecti~e Consciousness of law enforce

riot the Fourth Amendment. Subjective intentions play 
ment in order to determine whethe~ a ·r~~le offi~ 

no role in ordinary, PfobaJ>le-cause Fourth Amendment 
cer· would have been moved to act upon the traffic vi- , analysis:' ' 
olation. While policeinanuals and standard procedures 

B may soinetimes provide objective assistance, ordinarily 
.' . , one would be"reduced to speculating about the hyPothet

Recognizing that we have been unwilling to entertain 
ical reaction ofa hypothetical constable-an exercise that, 

Fourth Amendment challenges based on the actual m0
" might be called'virtual subjectivity. 

tivations ofindividual officers, petitioners ,disavow any 
intention to make the individual officer's subjective good Moreover, police'enforcement practices, even if they, 
faith the touchstone of "reasonableness. " 'I1!ey insist that ,could be practicably assessed, by a judge, vary from 
the standard they ~ve put forward-whether the officer's , place to place and from time ,to ,time. We cannot ac
conduct deviated materially from usual police practices, cept that the'search and seizure protections of the Fourth 
so that a reasonable officer in the sa.me circumstances Amendment are so variable, cf. Gusttifson, supra, at 
would not have made the,stop for the reasons given-is 265,' United States v. Ca.ceres, ,44fJ U. s.741, 755-:-756 
an "objective· one. ' (1979), and can be made to tum upon such trivialities. 

The difficulty is, illustrated by,petitioners" ar8uments 
But although fuuned iJl empirical terms, this approach, 

, in thi~~. Their claim that a £*17] reasonable:offi~
is plainly and indisputably driven by subjective consid': 

cer would not, have made this stop is based largely on
erations. Its whole purpoSe is'to prevent the police from 

District of Columbia police regulations which permit 
doing under the guise of enforcing the traffic code what 

plainclothes officers in unmai-ked vehicies, to ' enforce 
they would like to do for differentre&sons. Petitioners' 

traffic laws ·onlyin the:c8se'of a vio~tion that is so 
proposed statl(iard may not use the word "pretext, " but it 

, grave as to pose an innrlediate threat to the safety ofoth •is designed to combat nothing other than the perceived:' 
ers." Metropolitan Police Department-WashingtOn, D.

"danger" of the pretextual stop, albeit only indirectly' c., General Order 3Q3.1, pt. 1, OJ>jectives ant! Policies 
and over the run ofcases. Instead ofaSking whether the 

, (A)(2)(4) (Apr. 30, i992), reprinted as Addendum to 
individual offieerhad the proper state ofmind, [*15] the , ' 

'Brieffor PetitionerS~ 'fhis basis of.invalldii.tion 'would, 
petitioners would hav~,Us ask, in effeCt, Whether (based , 

not apply in jurisdictionS that had, a different practice. 
on general police practices) i~ is plauSibI~ to believe that ' 

" 'And it would not have appliecJ even in the DIstrict of', the offiCer had the proper state! ofmind~ , ' 
Columbia, if Officer Soto had been wearing aunifonil 

, . '. ,. 
" ',\. 
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. Petition~rs argue ~t our riases' suppOrt inSistenCe . 
upon pOliee adherence to, standard practices' as, an: ob,,; 
jective means of rootmg'o,ut pretext· They Cite no hold
ing to that effect, and dictaul only two c8Ses: In: Abei ... 
It United States, 362 U. S. 217 (1960). the}:ietitioner.' 

· had bee~ arrested by the Immigration and Naturiilization. 
Service. (INS), on the. basis of anadtinnistrative war
rant that, he claimed, had been iSsuedon.pretextwil·· 
grounds in order to enable the Federal BureaU [*18] of 
Investigation (FBI) to search, his room after his arrest. 
We regarded this as an 'allegation of "serious 'miscOn
duct,· but rejected Abel's claims ohthe gr<lund that "[a] 
finding ofbad faith is ... not open to us on the record" 
in light of the findiqgs,Pelow, including the finding that'. 
"'the proceedings taken by the' [INS] differed in no re

. spect from what would have been done in the ~ ofan 
.-,--~-.- individUal concerning whom [there was no pendirigFBI' 

investigatiOn],'" id., at 226-227. 'But it isa long leap 
from the proposition that following regular prOcedures . 
is some evidence of lack of pretext to the. proposition 
that failure to follow regular procedures proves (or is an 
operational substitute for) pretext. Abel, moreover; did , 
not involve the assertion that pretext Could invalidate a 
search or seizure for which there was probable cause- . 
-and' even what it said about pretext'in other contexts 

. is plainly inconsistent with the views we later stilted in . 
Robinson, Gustafson, Scott, and Villamonre:.Marquez. 
In the other case claimed to' contain supportive dicta, 
United States v. Robinson, 41.4 u., S. 218 (1973), in ap
proving a search incident to an arrest for driving [*19] 
without a license" we noted that the arrest.was "not a 
departure from established police department practice. " 
id., at 221, n. 1. That was followed, however, by the 
statement that "we leave for another day questions which 
would arise on facts different froin these." Ibid. This 

· is not even a dictum that purports to provide an answer, 
but merely one that leaves·the queStionoi>en .. 

m 
In what would appear lObe an' elabontion on the 

"reasonable officer" test, petitioners argue that the bBI
ancing inherent in any Fourth'Amendmentinquipr re
quires us to weigh the govern.mental and individual in
tereSts implicated in.a traffic stOp such as we have here. 
That balancing, peti.tione~ claim, does not sUpport in
vestigation -ofminor. traffic i.nfr8ctioDs by 'pl~clotheS 
police in unmarked vehicles; such· investigationorily 
minimal1y advances'the government's' iIlterest in traffic 

· safety, and may indeed retard it. ~y producing motorist 
confusion and alarm-a view said to be supported.by the . 
Metropolitan Police D~ent's own regulations gen
erally prohibiting this practice. And;as for 'the, Fourth . 

Amendment interests.qf the iD.dividuai~ c<ince~ed, peti~ 
tionerspoint out that ouCcaseSackO.Qwledge [*20] thai,} l "'.'-: 

even ordinary tnlffic ,stops entail '"a' possibly'uruiettlitig; : , 
show ofauthority";ihat !hey atbest"interfereWith.~·: . 
dom ofrOoveinent,ilreinconvemeni, and conSume ti.tne~ .' , 
~d at worst ~nlay create· su~staritial 8Iixiety, ~Pr:oUse~ : 
440 U. S., at 657. l'hatanxiety is likely to be even Inore , ' 
pronounced When the stop is 'conducted byplainclotlieS 
officerS in unmarked cars.' . .' .. '. . . .... , 

·.It is of course true that in principle 'every. Fourth 

Amendment Case, since it turns upon a: "reasonableness"; ':.." . 

determination, involves a balancing of all relevant fac- . 

tors .. With rare exceptionS not ~pp'licable here, hOVl(ever, . 

theresuJ.t of that balaricingis not iil.dolJbt, whete the,. 

search or seizure ,is based .uponp.n>bable cause. 'That· 

is why petitioners must rely upon cases like Prouse to 


, provide examples ofactual "balancing" analysis. There; 
the policeactiolrin 'question was a random tiafficstOp' 
for the purpose of checking.a·motorist's license and ve~ " 
hicle registration, a practice.' that":"likethe practices at 
issue in the inventory search and administrative inspec- ; '. .' 

. ,tiOn cases upon which petitioners rely in mak:iD.g thelf 

. "pretext" claim--:-involves police intrusion without ,the .' 
probable cause that is itS traditional justification [*21] . 
Our opinion in Prouse expresSly distinguiShed the case' .. 
fro~ ~ stop based on precisely what is at isstiehere: 
·probable cause to believe that a driver is Violating any . 
one of the multitude of applicable traffic and equipment 

. regulations." 440 U. S., at 661 •. It 'noted approvingly 

that "the foremOst method of enforcing traffic and ve- •. . 

hic1e safety, regulations. . ., is acting upon observed 

violations,"id., at 659, which afford the "·quantwD. of 

individualized suspicion'" necessary to ensure that pO

lice discretion is sufficiently constrained, id., at 654-655 

(quoting. United States v. Martinez-Fuerte, 428 U. S., 

at 560). What is true of Prouse is also true of other 

cases that engaged in detailed "balancing" to decide the 

constitutionality ofautomObile stops, such as Martinez

Fuerte,supra, which upheld checkpoint stops, see 428 

U. S., at 556-562, and IJrignoni-Ponce,supra, which 

disallowed so-called "roving patrol" stops, see 422 U. 

S., at 882-884: the detailed. "balancing" anatysis was 

necessary because they involved seizures without prob
'. ..,...

able cause. ..' .' '...... .'.. . 

Where probable cause haS existed, the oni, cases in 

which we ~ve found it necessary ~tual1y to perform,the' 

[*22] "balancing" analysis involved searches or seiZures 

conducted in aitextraordinary maliner, unusually harm

ful to an individual' s privacy or even physiCal mterests-"

such as, forexatilple, seizure by means of deadlyJorce, . 

see'Rmnessee v. Garner, 471 U. S. 1 (1985). wian

nounce9 entry .into a home, see WilsOn v. Arkansas; 

514 U,S. ,(1995), entry into a home without a wai

i
':, 

http:interests.qf
http:supported.by


-r':<':~~ff'. ,.' , .. ~' .~::', L.". : .~.~i·~";,·"',~. 
'rai1t~,seew,.lrh,li :Wrsconsin, 466 rJ. s. 740 (1984)~C,~r,:;' . ' '(or what ,right) we wou).d decide; as petitioners",. 
'physical penetration of the body, see Winston '1/,1 Lee,' ',' 'have us do,'which p~cular provisions are iruffidiently':):, ," 
470 U. ~.\'753 (l!J85).,.The maki:.tig of a ,tmfficstOp' ',',:;.'important to merit eluorcement.' ,~, .:,', ' ':,,:,>;>',"',",; . 

,out-of-tinifomi does not remOtely qualify as such an ex-, " "~'''':~'F .""th'(,' . .' ,", "hi' h'" thi';'" , . 1 "~:'..\>:\'.L"t'"f.'.•t.. 
• " " 0' ' .' ," ,.' ',',' ..'. ,,:,.: or e 010-0 "'U1e-mme case, w c s sure YIS. we,


treme practice, ,and so IS governed by the usual nile that ' ; : . think'·o"th 0 " ":"'_t; ti' . al.~ftti' '..... th'" tradi';ti' ,;.;';' '" ' 
, ' ,', ," .'.,' :' '''; 'ere IS no .lo;;;clllS c "'u..... ve,r.u e oUAl 
probable cause tobelieve the law has been broke~ Qut-, , ' " -Ja nil' that "'b'ab'I' ". 'ti'fi' , , h: "', 

.. . . ate' 0 'din Ii 'tact,' .. common we.pro e cause Jus es a seare , ' terest" , ...balances pnv m m aVOI g po ce con , and .'j 

, , 8e1ZUte. 

Petitioners urge as an extraordinary factor in. this case, ' .... ' , 

, that the "multitude of applicable traffic and equipoieri.t ',' '. ' 

, regulations" is so large and so difficult to obey perfectly, ' : Here the District Court found that the officerS had .' ,~,;" 
, that virtually everyone'is guilty ofviolatlon, permitting , probable cause to believe that ~titio~ers had 'viol~ted , 
" the police to single o~t almost whomever they wish for a' , ,: thetraffic code, That rendered the stop reasoitabl~'under ,'{ , 

stop, But we are aware of no principle that would allow "tIJ.e FoUrth Amendment, the evidence thereby di~v~red 
us to deCid~ at what point a code of law becomes so ex adJnissible"and the upholding of the convictions ,by 'the ", ~,' 
pansive and soco~<JilY [*23] violated thatmfraction ,Court of Appeals for the District of ColumbiaCirc~t .', ' 

cOITec't: ' ' ,', , " , , " ,itself can no longer be the ordinary nleasure of the law

fulness of enforcement, And even if we could identify , 
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such exorbitant codes, we do not know by ",hat stB:ndard, 
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