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Devouring the Flesh: 
Notes Toward an Analytics of Seeing 

 
Tyrone S. Palmer 

 
 

The dead body is one thing; the dead black body another. 
—Lindon Barrett 

 

I. 
 

Black death is the World’s condition of possibility. 
 
The wanton slaughter of Black people is a central thematic of modernity. 
 
This should not be shocking. This is not news. 
 
And yet it is. 
 
And yet it is. 
 

 

II. 
 

One would be hard pressed to find a time or place in the history of western 

Civilization wherein the people called “Black” have not been subjected to gratuitous 

violence; a violence beyond the bounds of reason, yet central to the post- 

Enlightenment project of Reason; a violence, in many ways, beyond violence. Today 

we find ourselves perpetually mired in images of Black death, while insisting on the 

matter of Black life. To be sure, the current proliferation of such images is not novel 

(it exists within a visual-cultural context saturated with scourged backs, lynching 

postcards, and other morbid souvenirs), but its omnipresence in the field of vision 

undoubtedly is. Every advance in visual technology eventually seems to render visible 

a simultaneous shift in the tactics of anti-Black terror; however, unique to our current 

predicament, is the near impossibility of avoiding images of Black flesh bleeding, 

Black flesh torn apart, bullet-ridden, falling, lifeless, dying. 
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 These videos and images serve a crucial (one might even say ineffable) 

function. As Claudia Rankine reminds us, the mediated image of the dead and dying 

Black body often serves as “a spectacle for white pornography: the dead body as an 

object that satisfies an illicit desire.”1 Following this point, I would like to briefly 

consider the historical and material relationships between current forms of digital 

video technology and anti-Black violence. It is particularly clear that the current 

structure of digital technologies and its mechanisms of circulation (i.e. “virality,” 

“meme-ification,” and so on) position Black death as an inescapable spectacle. This 

inescapable spectacle fulfills a psychic need in this sadistic, white-supremacist 

culture: the abject, dying Black body as a cipher and symbolic counterpoint to white 

life, and the locus of a peculiar industry of its own. 

 Over the past several years, proliferating images of Black death have become 

uniquely commodified, taking on a distinct fetish character. Rather than serving as  
evidence of wrongdoing, something worthy of more than performative “moral 

outrage,” such omnipresent video footage serves to reify the synonymy of Blackness 

and death in the dominant cultural imaginary. Blackness comes to signify death, 

mystifying an entire social configuration and political-economic apparatus already 

sustained (both literally and figuratively) through gratuitous anti-Black violence. It is 

imperative we theorize the various (material, discursive, and affective) economies in 

which images of Black death circulate and the particularity of this circulation in our 

“hyper-mediated” historical present. We need to develop a different analytics of 

seeing—an alternative hermeneutic method for studying the political economy of 

spectacularized Black death. 

 

 

III. 

 
Value, therefore, does not have its description 

branded on its forehead; it rather transforms 

every product of labor into a social hieroglyphic. 

—Karl Marx  
These undecipherable markings on the captive body 

render a kind of hieroglyphics of the flesh whose 

severe disjunctures come to be hidden to the 

cultural seeing by skin color.  

—Hortense Spillers  

 

The Black is the apogee of the commodity . . . . 

the point—in time as well as in space—at which  

the commodity becomes flesh.  

—Anthony Farley 
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IV. 

 

The problem of Black death is a problem of the flesh. 

 

 

 Literary and cultural theorist Hortense Spillers proffers an analytics of the 

flesh, arguing that the transatlantic slave trade marked a theft of the African body 

generative of the dimorphic gendered categories of modernity (i.e. woman/man, 

mother/father, nature/culture), while registering the captive Black in an ontological 

position outside of and in the interstices between such categories. This theft of the 

body, and the abject violence to which the captive was subjected, reduced the body to 

“flesh”—the base level of existence; an existence in the raw; that “zero degree of social 

conceptualization.”2 Reduced to flesh, the captive African was subject to a peculiarly 

singular form of commodification: the transubstantiation of personality into property, 

an incipient being-for-the-captor imbued with “destructive sensuality.” Black flesh 

stood as a “prime commodity of exchange” as well as the object upon which white 

desire cathected. 

 The violent rending of Being from African personality, the creation of Black 

flesh, is an originary terror endlessly repeated. This abject violence radically alters the 

very materiality of the captive body. To quote Spillers at length:  

 
The anatomical specifications of rupture, of altered human tissue, take on the 

objective description of laboratory prose—eyes beaten out, arms, backs, skulls 

branded, a left jaw, a right ankle, punctured; teeth missing, as the calculated work of 

iron, whips, chains, knives, the canine patrol, the bullet. These undecipherable 

markings on the captive body render a kind of hieroglyphics of the flesh whose severe 

disjunctures come to be hidden to the cultural seeing by skin color. We might well ask 

if this phenomenon of making and branding actually ‘transfers’ from one generation 

to another, finding is various symbolic substitutions in an efficacy of meanings that 

repeat the initiating moments?3 

 

Revisiting Spillers this time, we are reminded of Marx’s theorization of the 

commodity fetish. In Capital: Vol. I, Marx develops a theory of the commodity that 

hinges on its peculiar quality and “mysterious” character. This quality—what Marx 

terms the fetish character of the commodity—is affixed to the product of human 

labor as it is turned into a commodity-form. The commodity’s exchange value imbues 

it with a fantastic, mystical quality divorced from its use-value and actual material 

existence. 
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Commodities are social hieroglyphs 

[that] require specialized 

interpretation for their social 

meaning to become apparent. 

Commodities are hieroglyphs 

because of their peculiar fetish 

character.4 

 

The commodification of race 

produces (a racialized) commodity 

fetish, which foregrounds the use-

value of the racial commodity: race 

acquires a metaphysical status . . .  

consequently it is not seen as 

historically formed and reproduced 

in the labor and ideological 

practices of capitalist social 

relations.5 

 

Akin to the processes through which the fetishism of the commodity mystifies the 

extraction of labor power, the absorption of surplus-value, and the exploitative 

relations that produce it—turning it into a “social hieroglyph”—the structure of 

cultural fictions that define Blackness in the dominant imaginary obscures the 

wounds and gashes which produce Black flesh. This is what Spillers terms the 

hieroglyphics of the flesh: the fatal disjuncture between the look of Blackness (the 

generalized and innumerable meanings and metaphors attached to Black skin) and 

the violent markings that produce Blackened beings. Such violence is “hidden to the 

cultural seeing,” as Spillers puts, and a primary aspect of its commodification. The 

rabid consumption of images of Black death—the unsated appetite for more—

obscures the facticity of Black death and anti-Black violence. What do we see when 

we see a dead Black body?  

 
 

V. 

 
The Black body is open for the looking. 

 

The looking precludes a deeper seeing. 

 

We are rendered captive by the looking. 
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“Look, a Negro!” 
 

In the initial moments of colonial contact, the shock of Black skin produces a blinded 

mode of looking. 
  

On the minstrel stage, the shine of Blackened skin 

clouds vision. 
 

Look, a Negro . . .  

 

bleeding. 

 

dying. 

 

The looking prevents a deeper seeing. 

 

We are rendered captive by the looking. 

 

 

VI. 

 

I am watching a CNN video forensics expert dissect (the footage of) Walter Scott 

(dying). 

 

I am thinking of devouring. 

 

David Marriot notes that in the context of lynching the photographic gaze was a 

central part of the ritual: “this appetite for document, this devouring by the eye—as if 

only a camera can bring the spectator close enough for the eye to be embedded in 

flesh.”6
 

 

Devoration is a destructive consumption. 

 

“A devouring scopophilia. Take it in so that you can control it, torment it, spit it out. 

But the image will leave its trace.”7 

 

To look is to devour. 
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