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When considering the aspects of British society during the "Age of Romanticism" 

that developed a sense of national and cultural identity amongst its people, the issue of 

the identity of others as seen through the eyes of British citizens is often forgotten. 

Specifically, the divided viewpoint through which the "value" of human slaves was seen 

during the period is of particular importance. While many British citizens fought the 

onslaught of the industrial Revolution that swept the country, the same possibility of 

upward mobility through society awarded by the increase in the trade craft allowed many 

to exploit this advantage through the trade of slaves to the West Indies. 

J.M.W. Turner's Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying - Typhoon 

coming on shows the slave trade through an abolitionist’s eyes. The painting seems to 

depict a scene in hell rather than on the ocean. The muddy reds and grasping hands 

in the water give the viewer a sense of horror and despair, while the focus is more on 

the hopeless slaves than the ship seen in the distance. Though J.M.W. Turner seems to 

share the disgust exhibited by the abolitionist movement in Britain during the Romantic 

period, the captain and the government shared an opposite viewpoint to the tragedy. In 

their eyes, the slaves had no "identity" and were no more than pieces of property. The 

most disturbing issue is that the captain not only threw the sick and dying overboard to 

preserve dwindling resources on the ship, but rather that his justification was influenced 

by the fact that the slaves were considered "property" that could be insured in the case 



Deline 2 
 

of storms. Worse still was that the courts upheld this mandate, and that no blame was 

placed upon the captain in the eyes of the law. 

While J.M.W. Turner's painting might be accused of being sensationalist, or of 

relying upon emotion and "sensibility" in order to create a message, the fact remains 

that Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying - Typhoon coming on is a perfect 

example of the dissent brewing in the British national identity during the age of 

Romanticism as well as their divided viewpoints on judging outsiders. 


