
SUPREME COURT OF CALIFORNIA

People v. Williams
26 Cal. 4th 779, 111 Cal. Rptr. 2d 114, 29 P.3d 197 (Cal. 2001) · No. No. S076262 · Decided August 23, 2001

SUMMARY

The California Supreme Court clarified the mental state required for assault under Penal Code section
240. The court held that assault is a general-intent crime requiring an intentional act and actual
knowledge of facts establishing that the act would probably and directly result in the application of
physical force, but not a specific intent to injure or subjective awareness of the risk. The court found
any ambiguity in the jury instruction harmless beyond a reasonable doubt and reversed the Court of
Appeal's judgment.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant appealed his assault conviction after the Court of Appeal
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. What mental state is required to commit assault under California Penal Code section 240?

2. Does assault require a specific intent to injure or a subjective awareness of the risk that injury will
occur?

3. Did the former CALJIC No. 9.00 assault instruction omit or misstate the required knowledge element?

4. Was any instructional error harmless beyond a reasonable doubt under the facts of the case?

HOLDINGS

1. Assault is a general-intent crime that requires an intentional act and actual knowledge of the facts
sufficient to establish that the act, by its nature, will probably and directly result in the application of
physical force against another person.

2. Assault does not require a specific intent to injure the victim or a subjective awareness of the risk that
injury will occur.

3. The former CALJIC No. 9.00 instruction was potentially ambiguous because its objective natural-and-
probable-consequences language could permit conviction based on facts the defendant should have
known but did not actually know.

4. Any ambiguity in the assault instruction was harmless beyond a reasonable doubt.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Today, we once again clarify the mental state for assault and hold that assault requires actual knowledge of
the facts sufficient to establish that the defendant's act by its nature will probably and directly result in injury
to another.” (26 Cal. 4th 783)

“Accordingly, we hold that assault does not require a specific intent to cause injury or a subjective awareness
of the risk that an injury might occur. Rather, assault only requires an intentional act and actual knowledge of
those facts sufficient to establish that the act by its nature will probably and directly result in the application
of physical force against another.” (26 Cal. 4th 790)

“Accordingly, any minor ambiguity in the instruction was harmless beyond a reasonable doubt.” (26 Cal. 4th
791)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

After a confrontation at Deborah Nicholson's home, Williams loaded a shotgun and fired a warning shot into the
rear passenger-side wheel well of Gregory King's pickup truck. Williams testified that King was crouched
approximately a foot and a half from the truck's rear fender and that he did not see King's two sons before firing;
King testified that his sons were getting into the truck. The shot struck the truck but did not hit King or either



son. Williams was convicted of assaulting King with a firearm, while the jury deadlocked on the counts
involving King's sons.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Williams was convicted of assault with a firearm against Gregory King; the jury deadlocked on three additional
assault counts, which the trial court dismissed in the interests of justice. The Court of Appeal found the assault
instruction erroneous and prejudicial and reversed the conviction. The California Supreme Court reversed the
Court of Appeal's judgment and remanded for further proceedings.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand for further proceedings consistent with the opinion.
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