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SUMMARY

The Arkansas Supreme Court reversed and dismissed Justin Jamaille Thornton’s capital-murder
conviction, holding that the circumstantial evidence was insufficient to establish premeditation and
deliberation beyond speculation and conjecture. The court also concluded that the circuit court
improperly shifted the burden of proof to Thornton. Two justices dissented, concluding that substantial
evidence supported the conviction.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Thornton appealed his bench-trial conviction for capital murder and
sentence of life imprisonment without parole, arguing that the circuit
court erred by denying his motions challenging the sufficiency of the
evidence.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviewed the sufficiency of the evidence to determine
whether the verdict was supported by substantial evidence, viewing
the evidence in the light most favorable to the verdict and considering
only evidence supporting it. Circumstantial evidence had to exclude
every other reasonable hypothesis consistent with innocence, and the
court could not permit speculation or conjecture to supply an essential
element.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether substantial evidence established that Thornton acted with the premeditated and deliberated
purpose required for capital murder.

2. Whether the circuit court improperly relied on speculation and conjecture and shifted the burden of
proof when finding premeditation and deliberation.

HOLDINGS

1. The evidence was insufficient to establish beyond a reasonable doubt that Thornton acted with a
premeditated and deliberated purpose to cause Turner’s death.

2. The circuit court improperly shifted the burden of proof to Thornton by treating the absence of evidence
supporting an alternative explanation as evidence that he acted deliberately.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Clearly, the foregoing evidence establishes that Turner was shot and killed inside Thornton’s house;
however, this evidence is insufficient to support a conclusion that Thornton killed Turner with a premeditated
and deliberate intent.” (11)

“The problem that arises in this instance is that the circuit court, in weighing the evidence, improperly shifted
the burden of proof to Thornton.” (14)

“Accordingly, because the circuit court engaged in speculation in determining that Thornton acted with
premeditation and deliberation and improperly shifted the burden of proof when weighing the evidence, we
must reverse Thornton’s conviction for capital murder.” (14)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Kwame Turner was found dead from a .45-caliber gunshot wound, and evidence indicated that his body had
been moved and his vehicle taken to Thornton's residence. Investigators found Turner’s blood in and around
Thornton’s home and vehicle, and forensic evidence linked the bullet and shell casings to a .45-caliber High
Point firearm. Witnesses placed Turner’s vehicle and Thornton at or near the residence, and testimony described
Thornton making statements about a gun discharging and later threatening potential witnesses. The medical
examiner could not determine the distance of the shot or identify a single scenario explaining the bullet’s
trajectory.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Thornton was charged by felony information with capital murder and related offenses. After waiving a jury trial,
he was tried to the Lincoln County Circuit Court, which found him guilty of capital murder, possession of a



firearm, abuse of a corpse, and unauthorized use of a vehicle, and imposed consecutive and concurrent sentences
including life without parole. The Arkansas Supreme Court reversed the capital-murder conviction and
dismissed the charge.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The capital-murder conviction was reversed and the capital-murder charge was dismissed. The court expressed
no opinion on whether the evidence would support a lesser offense.
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