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SUMMARY

The South Carolina Supreme Court affirmed the Court of Appeals' reversal of Joseph Bowers's
ABHAN conviction arising from a multi-person shootout. The court held that the erroneous mutual-
combat jury instruction prejudiced Bowers because it could have led the jury to conclude that his
alleged mutual combat with one victim barred self-defense as to another victim. A dissent would have
found that the trial court's supplemental instruction cured any error and would have reinstated the

convictions involving Richard Green.
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STANDARD OF REVIEW An erroneous jury instruction warrants reversal when it is prejudicial,
meaning it contributed to the jury's verdict. The court evaluates
whether a reasonable juror would have understood the charge to mean
and, if there is reasonable doubt whether the error contributed to the

verdict, the conviction must be reversed.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the erroneous mutual-combat jury instruction prejudiced Bowers as to the ABHAN conviction
involving Richard Green.

2. Whether the trial court's supplemental answer to the jury's question cured the confusion created by the

initial mutual-combat instruction.

HOLDINGS

1. An erroneous jury instruction is prejudicial when it contributed to the jury's verdict; if the court has
reasonable doubt whether the instruction affected the jury's deliberations, the conviction must be

reversed.

2. When applicable, mutual combat negates self-defense by making the defendant at fault in bringing on
the difficulty; if a prior mutual combat dispute leads to a multi-person shootout, that fault may extend to

injuries inflicted on other victims, including victims who were not participants in the prior dispute.

3. A supplemental instruction does not cure an erroneous jury charge when it supplies another incorrect
statement of law and fails to clearly inform the jury that the original erroneous instruction was

inapplicable or withdrawn.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“When an incorrect charge is given, the court must withdraw it; '[m]erely superimposing a correct statement

of law over an erroneous charge only fosters confusion and prejudice.'” (at 401)

“mutual combat acts as a bar to self-defense because it requires mutual agreement to fight on equal terms for
purposes other than protection.” (at 232-34)

“When two or more individuals engage in combat via a reckless shootout, they collectively trigger an

escalating chain reaction that creates a high risk to any human life falling within the field of fire.” (at 157-58)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

At least ten people participated in a chaotic shootout at the Midnight Soul Patrol on St. Helena Island, where
four people were shot and two died. Bowers claimed self-defense after being charged with offenses arising from
the shootings, including the shooting of Richard Green. The trial court instructed the jury on mutual combat over
Bowers's objection, and its subsequent answer to a jury question did not clearly explain that any purported

mutual combat with Michael Morgan could not foreclose self-defense as to Green.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Bowers was tried in the Beaufort County Circuit Court and convicted of voluntary manslaughter, ABHAN, and
possession of a firearm during the commission of a violent crime. The Court of Appeals reversed the convictions
after finding no evidence supported charging mutual combat. The Supreme Court of South Carolina granted the
State's petition for a writ of certiorari and affirmed the Court of Appeals' decision to reverse the ABHAN

conviction.

DISPOSITION

affirmed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Supreme Court affirmed the Court of Appeals' decision reversing the ABHAN conviction. No additional

remand instructions are stated.
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