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BLACK LIVES AS SNUFF 
THE SILENT COMPLICITY IN VIEWING BLACK DEATH

RASUL A. MOWATT

STAND BY ON SET

�e aim of this photo essay, through simulated director cues, is to question 
viewers� intent in the consumption of videos that make a spectacle of the vio-
lence perpetrated on Black bodies. In the vein of the underlying principle of 
Black Lives Matter, does a Black life really matter for those of us who pro-
claim it? �e ubiquity of social media has fostered an ever-increasing, medi-
ated culture and mode of communication on the injustice of racialized vio-
lence. What are the politics of the gaze at play in this culture of viewing Black 
death? With the proliferation of videos that are taken from a scene, posted, 
and shared, have we truly become more engaged citizens, staunch activists, 
and e�ective community organizers? Or have we sat back, copied and pasted 
a link, and made a statement of our dismay in the spirit of social change online 
while o�ine nothing changes at all? We proceed with our weekend plans, go 
to work, do household chores, and continue our random daily activities. 

 �Snu�� is a movie genre depicting the murder, dismemberment, or sui-
cide of a person, often times for the viewer�s pleasure (Johnson and Schaefer 
40, 48). It has been argued that snu� �lms depicting the actual murder, dis-
memberment, or suicide of a person are an urban myth, despite the degree 
of independent and mainstream �lms that allude to their existence (Donovan 
189�90). And like snu� �lms, the images of the bodies of Black people as well 
as the recordings of the actual killing of the Black person are commodities for 
multiple purposes.

Viewers� silent complicity in viewing videos of Black deaths is discussed 
in this essay in four key areas: 1) an examination of the videos of known 
state-sanctioned deaths of Black victims as cues for reaction and actions; 2) a 
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discussion of the quiet murmurs in cases of the known deaths of women and 
transpersons at the hands of law enforcement, with and without video cues 
that disrupt our reactions and actions; and, 3) an inquiry into the silence in 
cases of the injury to Black women at the hands of law enforcement, without 
cues for reaction and action and without satisfying our consumptive desires 
for more videos and more information. �e concluding aim is 4) raising these 
questions to make the unbridled beauty in #BlackLivesMatter an external and 
internal call for justice, as much about substance as it is about form. 

STAND BY TO RECORD

A Point Blank Project protest representative stated, �It can happen at any 
place, at any time, to anybody. And that�s what�s scary is waking up and not 
knowing when it can happen to you, or your loved ones. . . . Pictures can 
show a thousand words. . . . Having images that people can convey on their 
own is more powerful than trying to tell them� (Monroe). �A picture can 
show a thousand words� is an often-repeated statement that no longer car-
ries the truth that it was initially intended to convey, a truth it never really 
had. But can they, pictures, show any number of words? Do they convey any 
meaning other than death? A picture, a video, or a painting does not show 
or tell a thousand or even ten words. Especially when it captures the death 
of a Black person. A picture can show one thing. It tells one story. It tells one 
word. Death. 

In a 2002 New Yorker feature on images of war, Susan Sontag notes, ��e 
problem is not that people remember through photographs but that they re-
member only the photographs . . . that the photographic image eclipses other 
forms of understanding�and remembering. . . . To remember is, more and 
more, not to recall a story but to be able to call up a picture.� In our righteous 
zeal to call out police brutality, racism, and White supremacy, have we erred 
in our use of these images to tell a truth? To tell a story of su�ering? To be a 
call for action? 

But who is �we�? �e ensuing discussion throughout this essay is directed 
at many di�erent viewers of these videos. �e �we� are Black viewers seeking 
understanding, consolation, or even justice; viewers of color �nding similari-
ties in expressions of oppression; viewers as allies who �nd themselves ques-
tioning the systems that create disparity and inequity in treatment, access, 
and opportunity; media representatives who use these videos in ways that 
may not be as intended in their original production or for purposes other 
than social justice; and lastly, consumers of these videos who may or may not 
have any intended purpose other than to watch, who have yet to come to a 
purpose beyond being a voyeur in the lives and fates of other citizens.   

Cue scene one. Ready to record.
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TAKE ONE: ERIC GARNER, JULY 17, 2014

Figure 1. A partial screen shot of Ramsey Orta’s YouTube video of Eric Garner’s stop, arrest, and 
death. I have cropped this screenshot to show only a segment of the screen as a method of 
respecting the Dead, how they died, and to prevent their perpetual re-killing in media.

Every time you see me, you want to mess with me. I’m tired of it. It stops today. . . . Please 
just leave me alone. . . . Please please, don’t touch me. . . . I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I 
can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe 
(Capelouto).

Figure 2. The caption originally printed with the image reads, “Ms. Carr has a wall of family 
photos in her apartment on Staten Island; her son Eric’s is second from the top right” (Baker, 
Goodman, and Mueller). Reproduced courtesy of Mark Kauzlarich/The New York Times/Redux.
























































