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ABSTRACT 

Populism in Europe has heightened racial tensions in many countries, including 

the Netherlands. Since the early 2010s, the Dutch have been debating whether the 

traditional blackface character Black Pete is a racist remnant of colonialism and should 

be changed for modern society. Though many politicians consider Black Pete a “matter 

for the people”, different agents in meaning-making provide different perspectives and 

influences. This dissertation explores the Black Pete debate holistically and considers 

how he is interpreted and changed through multiple entry points. By tracing the historical 

changes of the image and critically examining the discourses created by politicians, the 

media, and activists, the analysis shows how Black Pete comes the stand in for Dutch 

identity and how this gives him political utility. The process of resignifying Black Pete 

highlights the difficulty of addressing racial inequalities in a postcolonial nation. Each 

agent uses Black Pete to either maintain or challenge the existing racial hierarchy, but 

lone agents can neither make change nor stop the demand for it. These agents often only 

tangentially interact, but each action affects what the others do. Throughout the analysis 

of each entry point, the connecting role of the news media is shown, as it interprets these 

actions for the public at large. Colonialism created boundaries around the Dutch identity 

through violence, capital, and racial classifications, the Black Pete is about moving those 

boundaries to include those who least benefit from the colonial legacy. 
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CHAPTER 1:  

INTRODUCTION 

Wees maar gerust, m’n kind, 
ik ben de goede vriend. 
Want, al ben ik zwart als roet, 
‘k meen het wel goed. 
 
[Don’t be afraid, my child, 
I am the good friend. 
Because, even though I am black as soot, 
I mean well.]   

– (ZNU, 2018, p. 10)  

Every year in November, my parents’ house fills with music and the sounds of an 

excited crowd. Saint Nicholas is in the country again, and he is arriving around the corner 

from my childhood home. The harbor is a defining feature of my childhood. I can see it 

as I exit the house. For years I crossed it to get to school, the train, or the store. And every 

year I witnessed the arrival parade of the Good Holy Man that announced the start of 

Sinterklaas season. When I was small this was an event I enjoyed, since it always came 

with candy and presents. As I got older, it was simply noise to sleep through. But in the 

last few years, as my cousin brought her daughters in from out of town to join in, I was 

weary. 

I had never really liked the Sinterklaas festival. As a child I found this old white 

man scary and his helpers unnerving. I have the language, now, to understand why I felt 

that way. I was a little curly-haired brown girl in a sea of blonde pigtails, and here was 

someone with their face painted dark like my family’s, acting the fool, staring at me with 

piercing blue eyes. In secondary school it was easy enough to ignore the day, but in my 
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20s, I changed. The political landscape in the Netherlands changed. The discourse about 

Sinterklaas changed.  

Right-Wing Populism on the Rise 

Since about the 1990s the political climate in Western Europe has become 

increasingly open for right-wing ideologies. While this originally was exhibited through 

traditional views on ethnic superiority, in the present it can be seen in a form of politics 

aimed at protecting the ‘natural’ culture and customs on a nation, a form of identity 

politics (Betz, 2003, p. 195). Right-wing populist parties run on the notion that nations 

ought to be inhabited by their ‘native’ people (Otjes & Louwerse, 2015, pp. 61–62). In 

Europe this is seen in political parties such as the Dutch PVV (Partij Voor de Vrijheid or 

Party for Freedom), Italian LN, Greek LAOS, French FN, and Swiss SVP, all of which 

use ‘us vs them’ rhetoric to further right-wing policies, especially ones aimed at Islamic 

populations (Wodak et al., 2013). Populism is said to gain popularity in times of 

economic strife and structural change (Baier, 2016; Vieten & Poynting, 2016; Zakaria, 

2016).  

Within this climate of renewed nationalism, cultural defensiveness, and 

xenophobia, in the aftermath of the 2008 economic crisis, the slew of terrorist attacks in 

major European cities such as London, Brussels, and Paris, and increasing numbers of 

refugees entering Europe, the support for policies both stems and benefits from anti-

Muslim and anti-immigrant sentiments in Europe (Nowicka, 2018, p. 527). The 

Netherlands, oft considered a liberal and tolerant nation, has not escaped these political 

tensions. The 2017 Dutch general elections featured integration, immigration, and Dutch 

identity as important topics of debate (Romero Cabrera, 2017). Millions of people 
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identified with the notion that the Dutch people were victims of policies that 

disadvantaged them in favor of some foreign other (De Lange & Mügge, 2015; Vieten & 

Poynting, 2016). The Party for Freedom (or PVV, for Partij voor de Vrijheid), the 

Netherlands most right-wing party, won 20 seats in the house of representatives that year, 

making it the second biggest party (95,3 procent, 2017). It ran on a platform that fit on a 

single page, the largest section of which, point 1, begins: “de-Islamisizing the 

Netherlands” (Concept Verkiezingsprogramma, 2017). In the Dutch context this push 

against Islam is not necessarily about religion, as about 50 percent of the Dutch 

population is non-religious (Schmeets, 2016), but about liberal versus conservative values 

(van Genugten, 2013, p. 72). This is not to say there is no religious motive whatsoever, 

but ultimately pointing towards ideological disparities on topics like misogyny and 

homophobia, is the reification of Dutch liberalism and tolerance through the 

demonization of the Islamic population (Vieten & Poynting, 2016, pp. 538–539). Yet, 

this anti-Islam, anti-immigrant populist movement, so built on notions of Dutch freedom, 

paradoxically excludes the very minorities that reified liberal Dutch identity claims to 

champion. These minorities are becoming increasingly more vocal about their feelings of 

exclusion and oppression in this political climate, a topic deserving of scholarly attention. 

Although researching Islamophobia and populism in Dutch society is an interesting and 

important endeavor, it is drawing plenty of scholarly attention, and there are other, less 

discussed, effects of this growing sentiment to keep the Netherlands culturally pure. 

I examine the Dutch identity through recent challenge to its purity, namely the 

ongoing campaign to change the image of national childhood icon Zwarte Piet, known in 

English as Black Pete. In this divided political landscape, Black Pete is a contested 
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tradition that challenges notions of equality, tolerance, and multiculturalism. The Black 

Pete debate is an example of social change still in progress, negotiated through different 

cultural agents and forcing the Dutch to confront the inequities of both their past and their 

present. History, media, and memory are major sites of contestation in this process. In 

this dissertation, I tease out the discourses of tradition, memory, race, and belonging that 

surround Black Pete, which together form disparate pictures of what it means to be 

Dutch.  

Saint Nicholas and Black Pete 

Black Pete is a figure from the Sinterklaas festival, a December holiday where 

Sinterklaas (Saint Nicholas) comes to the Netherlands to bring children presents on his 

birthday. He has become a contentious figure. He is Sinterklaas’ helper, a silly 

counterpart to the old man’s gravitas. The image of Black Pete is one of a man with very 

dark skin, though whether or not this means he is of African origin is a large part of the 

debate. Nevertheless, when Sinterklaas arrives on a steamboat on national television 

every November, he is joined by a horde of White people in black or brown face paint 

and a slave pageboy outfit, with black curly wigs and exaggerated red lips. It is, 

ostensibly, blackface. In the weeks and months leading up to the big day, December 5th, 

this image saturates Dutch life, it is in schools, in stores, and on screens (Blakely, 1993; 

Helsloot, 2012; Hondius, 2009; Lindsay, 2008). 

In recent years, a social movement protesting against Black Pete, declaring it 

racist, has emerged. Although anti-Pete sentiments have been voiced before, the most 

recent, and arguably most publicized, movement for change began in 2011 (Helsloot, 

2005; Hofstede, 1990; Smith, 2014). When Afro-Dutch poet Quincy Gario donned a shirt 
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reading “Zwarte Piet is racisme” ("Black Pete is racism") to Sinterklaas’ arrival that year, 

he sparked a national conversation (Is Zwarte Piet Racism?, 2013). Both sides have, in 

the time since Gario’s first protest, mobilized on online and offline, making their cases on 

social media, traditional media, and on-site protests. Although the majority of Dutch 

citizens sees no problem with Black Pete as he currently exists (Hond, 2013), those 

opposing the tradition posit Black Pete perpetuates institutionalized racism and negative 

stereotypical portrayals of Black people (Helsloot, 2005; hooks, 1992; Smith, 2014). It 

has revealed a side of Dutch society that some segments of the population had perhaps 

not had cause to consider before, and awakened both a tradition-based nationalism and a 

larger societal awareness of Dutch Blackness, adjacent to what Paul Gilroy (2015, as 

cited in Wekker, 2016, p. 143) referred to as “postcolonial melancholia.” Suddenly, it 

seemed, Black Pete symbolized an integral part of Dutch identity, and two camps began a 

struggle to determine who has the right to decide what that does and does not include. 

The Black Pete debate is not merely about racism, but a matter of public memory 

and about acknowledging histories. Wekker (2016) describes the response to criticisms of 

Pete as a categorical denial of the privileges afforded to Dutch Whites as a result of 

colonial history, and a response to a threat to something from this history that has been 

deemed valuable to the Dutch sense of self. This denial allows the White population to 

maintain a sense of innocence and distance from the atrocities committed during the 

Dutch imperial period. This discourse of innocence, both in reference to slavery and the 

holiday’s status as a children’s festival, is a significant part of the defense of Black Pete.  

This innocence is in many cases disguised through the framing of tradition. To 

change tradition would be wrong, and for right-wing politicians, a relinquishing of Dutch 
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culture to some foreign invader. Tradition is “a conscious model of past lifeways that 

people use in the construction of identity” (Linnekin, 1983, p. 241). A tradition, even if it 

has changed over time, can become “this is how we have always done this” in only a few 

generations, depending on how it is passed on. In the construction and maintenance of 

national identities traditions create continuity by shaping previous events to a modern 

understanding through collective memory of these events (Eisenstadt, 1973). Memory 

and actuality are rarely in agreement, yet memory is how history impact the everyday. 

Maurice Halbwachs addresses this discrepancy: “When instead of letting the past recur, 

we reconstruct it through an effort of reasoning, what happens is that we distort that past, 

because we wish to introduce greater coherence” (as cited in Adamczyk, 2002, p. 345). In 

essence: memory smooths over the difficult bumps of history. However, even collective 

memory is only those individual memories on which enough people agree. In a society 

there will be groups with less power who hold different memories, which will clash with 

the accepted story, that due to power imbalances, are rarely heard. When such vernacular 

narratives come to publicly clash with the official narratives, coherence must again be 

reached. This is what Black Pete is currently facing. 

The proposed solutions to the Black Pete controversy have generally been rooted 

in some form of compromise. As early as the 1960s, when there were some vocal critics 

of Black Pete, a so-called “White Petes plan” emerged (Hoving et al., 2005, p. 253). The 

1990s and early 2000s both had attempts at replacing Black Pete with multicolored 

Rainbow Petes (Smith, 2014). This more recent movement has proposed a Pete with 

streak of soot on his face (Roet Piet or Sootpete). This is in reference to the justification 

for Black Pete’s dark skin that is built into the modern story of Sinterklaas: Pete is said to 
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get his dark skin from the soot of the many chimneys he travels down to deliver presents. 

This has been seen in major cities like Amsterdam (Amsterdamse piet krijgt, n.d.), but is 

not universally adopted. These attempts at compromise are part of a process of 

resignification that is necessary for the iconography of Black Pete to correspond with a 

version of Dutch society with some sense of racial equilibrium. Resignification refers to 

the idea that the meaning of language can change and “break with every given context, 

and engender infinitely new contexts in an absolutely non-saturable fashion” (Derrida, 

1991, p. 97). Judith Butler (1997) talks about this in terms of the power of slurs and hate 

speech, as well as political acts, which have been “taken back” and co-opted by the very 

groups they were previously used to hurt. The Black Pete debate is an attempt to “take 

back” Black Pete, to reconcile differing meanings attached to the figure between 

communities. This means recontextualizing, resignifying, him, on several levels. Anti-

Pete activists want the image, that which the words “Black Pete” refer to, to change. In 

order to reach a consensus on how, there must be a consensus on why, which means 

resignifying the image as it is from faultless childhood icon and national tradition to 

problematic emblem of colonial history in the minds of the population at large. This has, 

understandably, not been a smooth process. 

Race in the European Context 

An initial problem is the ubiquity of research into American racism. Racism in the 

United States, racism in Europe, and racism in the Netherlands specifically cannot be 

treated as one and the same. In many ways Dutch racism and American racism overlap in 

their practices. Both face disproportionate workplace and job market discrimination. For 

example, job applicants with a native Dutch background are 30 percent more likely to be 
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approached for an interview, with applicants from traditionally non-white countries most 

likely to be ignored (Discriminatiecijfers in 2019, 2020, p. 11). In the United States, a 

White man with a criminal record is still more likely to be called in for an interview than 

a Black man without a record (Mobasseri, 2019; Pager, 2003). In the housing market, in 

the Netherlands 13.5 percent of rental candidates with a non-Western last name were not 

rented to due to their ethnic background (Discriminatiecijfers in 2019, 2020, p. 10), while 

racial segregation remains a problem in American neighborhoods (Shertzer & Walsh, 

2019). In both contexts, cases of racial or ethnic discrimination are prominent in the job 

market and the workplace, areas which directly impact the economic position of non-

white people and result in additional inequalities. 

However, there are some key experiential differences that differentiate the two 

contexts. As mentioned, racial boundaries in the Netherlands and in the United States are 

not the same. Although they both developed from colonial rule and slavery, the racial 

minorities in the Netherlands (and much of Europe) can anchor themselves in their 

colonies of ‘origin’ in ways that African Americans cannot. Dutch Blackness did not 

evolve in the Netherlands, but in the South America and the Caribbean. An Afro-Dutch 

person might identify as Black, but is capable of individualizing their Blackness through 

being, for example, Surinamese or Antillean. For a Dutch person to identify as 

Surinamese has meaning in the Netherlands, but it does not in the United States. To use 

myself as an example, identifying as Surinamese simplifies and smooths out my status as 

a mixed-race person, especially when speaking to white Dutch people. Whereas in the 

Netherlands saying I am Surinamese legitimizes my identification as Afro-Dutch, in the 

United States I was, on multiple occasions, required to break down, in detail, my ethnic 
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background to quantify my Blackness. I am Black and Asian in both scenarios, but if I 

were to have a child with a Black Dutch person of Antillean descent, that child would tell 

her Dutch friends she was half-Surinamese and half-Antillean. In the United States she 

would say she is three-quarters Black and one-quarter Indian. In addition, many countries 

have specific categories for gradations of Blackness, which the United States no longer 

utilizes. These, too, are location-specific. Suriname, for example, makes distinctions 

between Creoles (typically more mixed and lighter skinned) and Maroons (descendants 

of escaped slaves, typically darker skinned).  

Dutch and European Blackness is not a singular experience, but rather the result 

of African diaspora from different locales congregating in white countries and 

recognizing that what unites them there is the color of their skin and their colonial ties. 

They exist both a separate communities and as collective Black nationals. African 

American is a very specific type of Black culture, which has exported quite well to Black 

cultures across the world through entertainment media and the legacy of the civil rights 

movement. It is not nearly as influenced by other Black experiences. Kamala Harris is a 

good contemporary example of African Americans creating boundaries and rejecting 

non-American Blackness and the American struggle with categorizing mixed people. 

Harris has been criticized for identifying as African American on several occasions. The 

legitimacy of her claim was questioned on the basis of her not understanding American 

Blackness due to her father’s Jamaican origins and the fact that her mother was Indian (E. 

Scott, 2019). African American Blackness often ignores the complexity and variance in 

Black experiences, which in turn silences voices at the margins (Coleman-King, 2014). 

This means that even through there is plenty of overlap in the practice of racism between 
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Europe and the United States, treating them as equal does leaves significant gaps, which 

will disproportionately disadvantage scholarship on Afro-Europeans. To speak of one 

kind of racism or anti-Blackness as if it applies globally does a disservice these 

experiences, as would treating the African American identity as monolithic. 

Additionally, research into racism in the United States is very focused on 

white/non-white dichotomies, where color is the underlying cause. Although this kind of 

phenotype-based racism is plentiful in Europe as well, the level of culture-based racism is 

high. This stems from the rise in immigration from Eastern European countries, which 

has provided an ethnic ‘Other’ with white skin (Sniderman et al., 2000). Europe’s long 

history of conflicts between nations means that this white ethnic other manifests uniquely 

in different configurations of sending and receiving nations.  

I point to this example of othering whites to exemplify how the long history and 

plentiful border of Europe can make studying European racisms difficult, as they can 

result in very different racialized experiences within and across borders. Bonfanti (2017), 

for example, uses the case of Pakistani diaspora in Northern Italy to discuss the 

pluralisms of racisms in Europe, exploring the racial experience of one minority 

compared to others in a multi-ethnic environment. One minority simply does not 

experience a nation’s racial and ethnic consciousness the same as another. This is, of 

course, also true in the United States, but the level of pluralities, as well as fluctuating 

awareness of racial tensions complicate research into European racisms. This is 

exacerbated by the fact that “race” can be a murky and suspicious term in many European 

countries. Guilt from World War II can trigger connotations of the justification for the 

holocaust (D. T. Goldberg, 2006; Siebers, 2016), and is thus avoided.  In Germany this 
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could even be seen in childhood education, where children were previously taught about 

races of people, post-WWII teachings focused on more socio-cultural human variation 

(Gingrich, 2004, p. 157). This had lasting effects on the conceptualization of racism in 

Europe. 

Crucially, it relocated racism from the government to the individual. After all, if 

the government does ‘see’ race, then racism must lie in the hearts and minds of the 

citizens (Gilroy, 2000; Lentin, 2008). This is a distinct difference between how the US 

government and the Dutch government classify difference. The US census has a question 

on race with classifications such as Black, white, and Asian. Dutch demographic data, on 

the other hand, categorizes by country of origin, and depending on the institute, Western 

and non-Western background. Race does not officially come into the picture. This makes 

it difficult, for example, to say how many migrants from Surinam are Black, since the 

country has a large Asian population as well. Therefore, government policy will rarely 

mention race, and is more likely to be aimed at ‘non-Western’ citizens, as though this is a 

homogenous group. This has helped turn European racisms away from acknowledging 

physical difference, and instead towards perceived cultural differences.  

‘New’ Racism 

The term ‘new racism’ was first used in Barker (1981) in reference to Britain in 

the late 1970s. At its core this new racism is a turn from phenotype to culture as a marker 

of difference. In this framework all cultures might have equal worth, but only in their 

‘natural’ geographical borders. It is the presence of cultures outside these borders (i.e. 

immigrants and refugees) that leads to tension between groups (Hervik, 2004a, p. 151). 

This shows that, although officially racism has been deemed incompatible with modern 
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Western Europe and some consider this focus on cultural difference as less shameful 

(Hervik, 2004b, p. 247), this nationalist turn towards a belief in cultural superiority is 

merely a reiteration of the former colonialist vision of humanity as made up of bounded, 

natural, and unequal peoples (Cole, 1997, p. 12). Ultimately, a rhetoric of cultural racism 

can be used euphemistically, in an attempt to obscure biological racism. 

Though cultural racism can be claimed in cases of racism against White ethnic 

minorities, in many other cases it becomes a matter of both. As Wieviorka (1997) states, 

in reference to Islamophobia: 

To dislike Islam to the point of violence [...] is racist, if Muslims themselves are 
constructed as a natural category, and their behavior, real or imagined, is 
presented as informed in some way or another by an essence, by innate 
attributions or an almost genetic cultural heritage" (p. 142). 
 

Cultural racism builds on existing biological racisms to further vilify already 

marginalized racial groups (Modood, 1997, p. 155). Cultural racism codes ‘race’ in terms 

of ‘cultural difference’ in the same way African Americans might be coded as ‘urban’ or 

‘at risk’ (Back & Solomos, 2000, p. 155). In the analyses to follow, it will be key to 

recognize when and how the preservation of culture is used to mask the preservation of 

ethnic superiority. 

Black Pete and Dutch Racism 

The Dutch pride themselves on their perceived ‘tolerance’ for other cultures and 

non-normative lifestyles. This tolerance is often connected to historical religious 

tolerance in the Netherlands, in particular the tradition of “pillarization” (Sniderman & 

Hagendoorn, 2007). Pillarization refers to a period of time during which Dutch life was 

structured around specific religions (Catholic, protestant, etc.) and ideologies (socialist, 



 13 

liberal, etc.) “pillars” (Lijphart, 1968 as cited in Duyvendak & Scholten, 2010, p. 337). 

Pillarization began when The Netherlands was still a republic, as a way to diffuse 

tensions between different religious groups. As none of these groups developed into a 

dominant minority, they were allowed to create their own institutions. At the turn of the 

nineteenth century all people were given civil rights, which did not mean their religious 

identities were acknowledged, but that the differences between their “religious and 

political ideologies were regulated in a pillar-like structure, where each pillar was granted 

full sovereignty” (Hoving, 2004, p. 2). Thus this part of Dutch national identity did not 

come into being “through state intervention, by the repression of national differences” 

(Van Ginkel, 1999, p. 33), but instead through institutionalized emphasis on networking 

through these differences. Tolerance is then not a value but an “institutionalized 

structure” (Hoving, 2004, p. 2). By the 1960s, however, pillarization was largely 

abolished, though its remnants, including the prized “tolerance”, were still prevalent in 

Dutch society. 

Most importantly, it was later reflected in Dutch politics through the 

“multicultural model”, in which policy is “driven by a coherent and consistent belief that 

the recognition and accommodation of cultural, ethnic, and religious groups in society 

will lead to their successful emancipation into the Dutch multicultural society” 

(Duyvendak & Scholten, 2010, p. 332). In recent years, however, this policy model has, 

been largely considered as performative and ineffective, in particular since actual 

pillarization was largely over by the time of the first multicultural policy aimed at 

immigrants in the 1980s (Duyvendak & Scholten, 2010, p. 338). At the turn of the 
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millennium, the political sentiment turned against multiculturalism and toward 

assimilation-as-integration.  

New policies required speaking Dutch and abiding Dutch norms to achieve 

citizenship (Duyvendak & Scholten, 2010, p. 340). These changes happened in part due 

to the events of 9/11, which caused a rising fear of difference globally (Joppke, 2004, 

2007). In the Netherlands in particular it allowed Islamophobic right-wing populists like 

Pim Fortuyn to gain notoriety in the political scene. Fortuyn “helped solidify the idea that 

Islam represented a civilization, one that threatened Dutch national identity” (Eyerman, 

2008, p. 103). Under the Dutch multiculturalism model there was less of a value conflict, 

but when the Muslim minority was reclassified as a civilization with a competing culture, 

they were expected to conform to the values attributed to the Dutch identity to a much 

larger extent (Eyerman, 2008, p. 106). Fortuyn was assassinated (by a white 

environmentalist) in 2002. This, in combination with the assassination of filmmaker Theo 

van Gogh by a fundamentalist Muslim in 2004, led to a spike in islamophobia in the 

country. This, in turn, rolled into a rise in xenophobia in general. Where the sentiment that 

“the Netherlands is full” was previously unspoken, Fortuyn’s early right-wing populism 

brought it to the forefront of Dutch politics (Eyerman, 2008, p. 111). 

The turn against Muslims is the clearest example of cultural racism in the 

Netherlands, but it did not replace racism based on skin-color. Cultural racism as 

companion or replacement for existing biological racism is seen in Dutch society in 

several ways. Studies have shown biological racism is still explicitly present in the 

Netherlands (e.g. Andriessen et al., 2012; Hoogsteder et al., 2001; Verkuyten & Thijs, 

2002). However, in public discourse, this is translated into cultural racism. Turkish and 
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Moroccan laborers, for example, were first classified as national minorities, racially 

different, but they have increasingly been reclassified as a religious minority, culturally 

incompatible (Van Nieuwkerk, 2004, p. 232). Criticisms of Black Pete have been 

similarly portrayed as a failure of integration on behalf of the Afro-Dutch population and 

a fundamental lack of understanding of Dutch traditions. This point of view betrays an 

underlying problem in Dutch culture that problematizes acknowledgement of Dutch 

racism. 

As has been mentioned, racism in general is seen as a negative trait, but Dutch 

national identity amplifies this, as it is highly contingent on the idea of Dutch tolerance. 

This desperate gripping to the illusion of tolerance and equality was famously criticized 

by Paul Scheffer (2000), who believed only confronting the “multicultural drama” 

unfolding in the Netherlands would allow for this ideal to actually become truth. 

However, this recommendation has largely fallen on deaf ears. Acknowledgement of 

discrimination and inequalities would prove Dutch tolerance to be a fiction, and is, as 

such, avoided (Hervik, 2004a, pp. 149–150). Thus, since it has been established that 

‘race’ is taboo (De Leeuw & Van Wichelen, 2011; Goldberg, 2009), ethnicity becomes 

deemed safe as the Dutch marker of difference. This obscures the daily experiences with 

discrimination of Dutch people of color (Essed & Nimako, 2006; Essed & Trienekens, 

2008; Wodak & Van Dijk, 2000) and ignores those already ingrained existing color-

based racisms (Cornell & Hartmann, 2007; Essed & Nimako, 2006; Essed & Trienekens, 

2008). Longstanding institutional racism has been the subject of studies on Dutch racisms 

(Ghorashi & Tilburg, 2006; Cain, 2007; Essed & Trienekens, 2008; Hondius, 2009; 

Essed & Hoving, 2014; Nimako & Willemsen, 2011; Çankaya & Mepschen, 2019). 
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Additionally much research has been done on discursive racism (Mok, 1999; Van der 

Valk, 2002; T. A. Van Dijk, 2000, 2008; Weiner, 2014a, 2015). In terms of identities, 

there is research into the role of racism on identity formation (De Leeuw & Rydin, 2007; 

Ghorashi, 2009) and on transnational identities (Gowricharn, 2004, 2009). This academic 

acknowledgement of Dutch racism does not match the socially accepted anti-racist stance 

generally adopted as congruent with Dutch identity. 

The focus on ethnicity and culture combined with increasing nationalism has led 

to a shift away from multiculturalist policies. In particular when it comes to Islam, 

policies have shifted towards monoculturalism, the religion having been identified as 

hindering integration (Duijvendak & Veldboer, 2001, pp. 10–14). Cultural difference is 

seen more and more as a source of conflict, rather than as enriching the overall Dutch 

culture, and thus policies are aimed at minimizing difference (van Nieuwkerk, 2004, p. 

233). Even when policies attempted to acknowledge and rectify inequalities, results 

where more often than not counterproductive  (De Zwart & Poppelaars, 2007; Mielants, 

2009; Penninx, 2006). Since the 1990s, public sentiment amongst White citizens has 

increasingly been turning against multicultural policies (Penninx, 2006) and blaming 

inequalities on immigrants rather than consider the role of structural forces in failure to 

integrate (Mielants, 2009). The negative racialized discourse stemming from this turn has 

been shown to have influenced policies on citizenship (De Leeuw & Van Wichelen, 

2011, 2012; Ghorashi, 2003, 2010). So, although Dutch society still denies its 

institutional racism, politically it has become more and more acceptable to play on 

racialized grievances. 
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Prins (2000, 2002) has referred to this as “new-realism.” Prins’ “new-realism” 

proposes that antagonistic racialized discourse in the public sphere is simply opinion 

leaders and politicians saying what the citizenry is thinking. New realists speak for the 

people (the ‘natural’ people of the nation) and are courageous for doing so despite the 

oppressive force of the Left and its lie of functional multiculturalism. Perhaps most 

importantly, the new realist epitomizes another supposed true trait of the Dutch national: 

a clear-headed commitment to the realities of life (Prins, 2002). And yet, these realists 

ignore the realities of a minority existence in the Netherlands. The research that shows 

the institutional and interpersonal racism experienced by racial minorities in the 

Netherlands (Boog et al., 2006; Crul & Doomernik, 2003; Hondius, 2009; Siebers, 2010; 

van Niekerk, 2007) is ignored in favor of this nationalist narrative. The ignoring of 

particular narratives in favor of others is a recurring element in the backbone of Dutch 

racism. 

Dismissal of the Netherlands’ colonial past is typical for both Dutch racism in 

general and the Black Pete issue in particular. It is no coincidence that the 17th century, 

the height of Dutch imperialist practice, is still un-ironically taught in schools as the 

“Golden Age”. Histories of slavery, oppression, and exploitation have been sanitized — 

if not erased — from collective memory (Bijl, 2012; Helsloot, 2012; Hira, 2012; Jones, 

2012; Weiner, 2014a). This is a form of ahistorical liberalism (J. Thompson, 2009, p. 

197), the idea that current practices and resources can be dissociated from the past. This 

ahistoricism deflects questions about how and why certain non-White peoples made 

homes in Europe and how socio-economic patterns and policies from centuries of 

imperialism affected socio-economic patterns and policies in the present, by blaming 
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minorities’ struggles with inequality on their own individual failings (Araújo & Maeso, 

2012; D. Goldberg, 2009; Pieterse, 1990, 1999, 2002). Reconciling the Dutch identity of 

tolerance and pragmatism with this colonial history of justifying exploitation and 

violence evokes a sense of cognitive dissonance that is exemplified by the Black Pete 

debate. 

Because the Black Pete controversy began relatively recently, the body of 

research into the issue is still small. Some studies look at the issue in terms of its 

connections to Dutch racism as a whole. Hayes, Joosen, and Smiley (2018) liken the 

potential negative impact of the Black Pete image in the media to other stereotypes of the 

Afro-Dutch, such as laziness and propensities towards criminal behavior. According to 

Smith (2014) Black Pete uses the guise of tradition to protect a master-slave dynamic 

through stereotyping. Essed and Hoving (2014), in their comprehensive work on Dutch 

racism, point to this tradition argument as emblematic of the easy dismissal of the role of 

race in the Dutch experience that is part of Dutch racism. Krommendijk (2016), too, 

mentions Black Pete and this call to tradition in a discussion on Dutch denialism. Jones 

(2014) explores the autochtoon/allochtoon (native/non-native; of this soil/not of this soil) 

dichotomy at the heart of Dutch politics of difference, and uses Black Pete as an example 

of racial hierarchy in the Netherlands manifesting. Black Pete as an extension of 

colonialism is a common theme (Blakely, 1993; Essed & Hoving, 2014; van der Pijl & 

Goulordava, 2014; Weiner, 2014b). 

Few studies have looked directly at the role or response from officials and 

institutions. On a national scale, Lemmens (2017) argues that, because there is no 

consensus on the origin of Black Pete (i.e. no proof for any narrative), the law should not 
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be able to interfere with the imagery of the Sinterklaas festival. Black Pete, Lemmens 

argues, is for society to change. On the local level, Coenders and Chauvin (2017) note the 

denial of racism, even as schools, especially in urban areas, changed their ceremonies to 

accommodate potential offence. They also point out a strategy of this denial, namely 

claims that pointing out racism was disrespectful of White feelings (some might call this 

‘reverse racism’) and anti-multicultural, and thus not in line with Dutch values. In a more 

overarching look at institutional responses, Wagenaar and Rodenberg (2018) ultimately 

see little possibility for successful government mitigation, especially as it moved farther 

from the local into the national. However, Wagenaar and Rodenberg do not discuss the 

role the media play, nor national government policy beyond “projects” aimed at creating 

“safe spaces” for discussion. 

There is some research into the online activism surrounding Black Pete. Hilhorst 

and Hermes (2015) find patterns, of a sense of suffering on the one side and a focus on 

tradition and nationalism on the other, in comments on Facebook groups. They note that 

these groups tend to speak in highly antagonistic dichotomies. This is in line with Van 

Es, Van Geenen, and Boeschoten (2014), who look at the role of Facebook as a facilitator 

and note high degree of selective exposure and confirmation bias in these groups. The 

online side of Black Pete activism thus seems under-researched. 

Another underserved area is Black Pete as a media image, where the research is 

non-existent. However, Rodenberg and Wagenaar (2016) propose that removing or 

changing the Black Pete image would be counterproductive for Dutch anti-racists, 

because “the figure is a solution rather than a problem. To them Black Pete is an 

instrument through which to put issues like white privilege, micro-aggressions, and 



 20 

institutional racism on to the societal agenda, and therefore very useful” (p. 725). This 

seems like a reductive take on the offense taken with the image. Although the aim of this 

case study is not to test this, the semiotic analysis that will preface the further study into 

the interplay of stakeholders does consider this, as it looks at the social semiotics of the 

image as it was, is, and has been proposed to be. Clearly, there is a lot of potential in this 

issue, but the relationship between activism, media, and policy has been approached in 

fragments. The aim here is to find the points where they connect: a holistic approach to 

social change in 21st century postcolonial Europe. 

Agents of Meaning Making 

Although activist groups have been vocal and visible for years now, change has 

been slow to come, and a desire for official responses remains. Dutch public policy, 

Dutch political rhetoric, and the Dutch lived experience have not always matched up in 

terms of how racial tensions are discussed. With the exception of populist parties like the 

PVV, state institutions have generally attempted to paint diversity as enriching and 

positive, though actual policies seem much more focused on integration or 

homogenization than multiculturalism, and the rise of right-wing populism in general 

speaks for the tensions amongst the citizenry (van Genugten, 2013, p. 79). Perhaps as a 

result of this, official state responses are non-committal. Although state sponsored 

institutions, such as the National Institute Dutch Slavery Past and Legacy (NiNsee) and 

the Dutch Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage do some work to educate about relevant 

issues such as the colonial past, policy makers have both simultaneously claimed the 

government should have no role in deciding matters of “the people” (Blokker, 2015) and 

proposed legislation that would dictate the look of Black Pete (Meijer, n.d.). In 2015 the 
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United Nations urged the Netherlands to alter the tradition to be less offensive (Sengupta, 

2015), a foreign intervention that was not appreciated by pro-Pete activists, nor the 

government. However, this intervention did garner media attention, fueling the 

momentum of the movement in the time when previous attempts at change may have 

begun to lose steam. 

The involvement of the media in the Black Pete debate is vital. As a Pete’s place 

as a national icon has become a seemingly established fact and the news media has 

diligently continued to cover the ongoing situation, its role in the perpetuation of Pete’s 

status cannot be ignored. Journalism plays a pivotal part in the establishing and 

maintaining of a groups’ norms and values (Kitch, 2003). Journalists engage in memory 

construction (Kitch, 2008; Zelizer, 2008), using the past to contextualize the present and 

influencing how certain things are remembered (Edy, 1999). Considering the childhood 

nostalgia frequently connected to Black Pete (Mesman et al., 2016), understanding this 

type of collective memory, the shared memory of a social group (Halbwachs, 1992), and 

how differing understandings of Black Pete came to be, is a key step in resignifying this 

national imagery. The narratives, including non-fiction narratives (Kitch, 2005), are 

provided for who Pete is and why he looks like he does are part of the mnemonic process.  

Social media has changed the communicative landscape for all factors of public 

life. For social movements and their countermovements, it has provided platforms for 

likeminded people to find each other, to mobilize, and to be heard (della Porta & Diani, 

2020). For government institutions, it has provided new ways to gauge the national mood, 

and to reach their constituencies (Mickoleit, 2014). News media uses social media to find 

stories and sources, and to reach their readership in the places where they now spend 
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much of their time. Organizations and individuals both use social media as a 

communication tool in various ways, for various purposes. However, this study focuses 

on social media and the internet as activist spaces, citizen spaces, first, and institutional 

spaces second, expecting interactions, but attempting not to presuppose interaction 

between agents to be the motivation for the use of these platforms. Inter-agent discourse 

may prove meaningful, but the discourses of the movements themselves in these online 

spaces should be key to this meaning. 

Social media activism, new as it is, has already been studied in a variety of ways, 

with a variety of focuses. Some study it from a technological perspective (Valenzuela et 

al., 2014), but many more from a sociocultural one (Castells, 2013; Murthy, 2013). Many 

of these are focused on formative social media movements like the Arab Spring or 

Occupy (Eltantawy & Wiest, 2011; Juris, 2012; Murthy, 2013), others on prominent 

recent American movements like Black Lives Matter (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015; Carney, 

2016). Too few studies focus on how online movements have developed in Western 

Europe, and the role of race is largely absent in those who do. 

Research Focus 

Given this debate about national identity in the context of the postcolonial 

Netherlands, this dissertation considers how the discourses of race, the nation, and the 

colonial past are negotiated by different social agents and the impact this has on Dutch 

identity. As populism remains present in politics — in the Netherlands and worldwide — 

the question of who “we” are on a national level becomes increasingly important to 

understand, because populist politics relies on feelings of ownership. The role of race in 

who is allowed to belong to the land in this political climate draws from the dormant 
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legacies and racial hierarchies established by colonialism and the transatlantic slave trade. 

Understanding those legacies and the inequalities they brought within the local context 

not only illuminates the way disparate conceptualizations of race, history, and citizenship 

hinder social progress, but also why this matters in Europe in particular. 

Research Questions and Purpose 

US-centric research is predominant in both studies on racism and studies on 

online social movements. European racisms are often understood through American 

racial categories, even though these are not one-to-one matches and have different origins 

and hierarchies. This is true both in scholarship and in everyday life. Studies on 

blackface, in particular, rarely venture beyond American minstrelsy. In the Netherlands 

we can partially blame this on when and how people Black people came to live in the 

country itself, which was largely after the American Civil Rights movement. Gloria 

Wekker reminds us of the importance of understanding our contexts as Black people: 

“We urgently need to address the differential geopolitical, national, and academic spaces 

that we inhabit within the Black diaspora” (Wekker, 2009, p. 280) The Dutch never quite 

had to reckon with their past in the way Americans have, and thus the Dutch experienced 

their blackface tradition with little consideration for its origins (C. M. Cole & Davis, 

2013). That there is no Dutch term for blackface, that it must be first understood through 

the American lens, allows for too much distance and not enough nuance for the average 

person to grapple with this issue deeply.  

The Black Pete discussion and its related activist groups provide an opportunity to 

look at how race-based social movements play out in Europe in the age of social media. It 

also shines a light on how the colonial past influences the discourses created by these 
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movements in that context, an underappreciated topic in both studies of European social 

movements and those of race-based movements in the American context. The 

overarching question I aim to answer in this dissertation is: How are the discourses that 

connect national iconography, ethnic minorities, and the colonial past created and 

negotiated by different social agents, and how are these negotiations reshaping 

contemporary Dutch identity? Using the Black Pete debate as a case study, I will 

endeavor to answer the following questions: 

R1: How does the interpretation of Black Pete as a national figure differ between 

agents in the meaning making process? 

R2: How is the colonial past articulated in the discourses of resignification 

surrounding Black Pete? 

R3: Do the different agents in the Black Pete resignification process interact? In 

what ways do they refer to and connect to each other?  

In order for the overarching question to be adequately answered I need to tease out the 

discourses created by each agent through their conceptualizations of the Dutch identity. 

Tradition (Linnekin, 1983) and culturally significant shared memory (Eisenstadt, 1973) 

are key to this, in particular when, as it is here, these aspects are both being challenged on 

the basis of race.  

Each research question addresses different elements of the relationship between 

the discourses of identity and the identity in question. As the significance of Black Pete is 

not static – not in time and not between people – Question 1 ask what meanings have 

been prescribed to Black Pete and how these meanings give value to the notion of 

Dutchness. In addition, it requires thinking of Black Pete as a semiotic resource and thus 
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taking into consideration how his meaning is influenced by his Blackness, which, in turn, 

brings the attention to how race is constructed in the Dutch context. Question 2 centers 

the history and metanarratives (Reed, 2015) of Dutch colonialism. Racial hierarchies in 

the Netherlands cannot be traced without tracing the colonial paths. Current problems 

surrounding race and racism in the country should thus be seen as an articulation of that 

history, which is often ignored or forgotten but has now been reintroduced into collective 

memory through vernacular narratives. Black Pete is part of the reconciliation of these 

unresolved histories and contemporary inequalities, through which national identity is 

negotiated. This dissertation looks at the Black Pete problem from different entry points 

precisely because race affects all different aspects of society, and thus looking at only one 

angle would leave an unsatisfactory picture. Thus, Question 3 looks for connections 

between the different agents so as to locate this negotiation within the discourses and find 

the commonalities and divergences that will bring shape to any potential resolution. 

Research Perspective 

At this point I want to be clear about my research perspective for this dissertation. 

In the new media context, in particular, interpretive work like that in which I engage 

requires contemplation on our pre-existing knowledge of our field and our subject 

(Skågeby, 2011, p. 413). This study is part of a larger research agenda that centers on 

non-White experiences in Europe (The Netherlands in particular) and the internet. Black 

Pete and Black anti-racist movements like Black Lives Matter have an undeniable 

presence in this problem area. The influence of right-wing populism in Europe and 

elsewhere and its presence on social media work in conjuncture. The clash of these 

perspectives is what first drew me to this topic. 
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My own experiences as a brown Dutch woman of Surinamese descent are 

inextricable from my interest and perspective on this topic in general. My family is large 

and proud of where they came from. My father is a Surinamese Creole, a lighted-skinned 

Black man, who came to the Netherlands before independence, before the major influx of 

Black people. He has never had a Surinamese passport, but he is proudly Surinamese. My 

mother embodies post-slavery Suriname, part Indian and part Indonesian, her family 

came to work as indentured servants. She came to the Netherlands after independence, 

when so many others did. My body is a postcolonial body, a map of Dutch colonial rule. 

My very presence in the Netherlands, the very existence of this dissertation, are 

postcolonialism in action, ripple effects of the movement of people, goods, and people as 

goods.   

I have personal experiences both as a member of online communities and as an 

Afro-Dutch person confronted with Black Pete throughout my life. I lived, for 18 years, 

around the corner from a harbor with its own yearly arrival parade. The Sinterklaas 

festival has been an unavoidable part of my life, as it has been for all Dutch people. In 

addition, as a child of the 90s, I have been on the internet since I was a child, and have 

been confronted with both its good and bad sides. As a result, I went into this project with 

two engrained notions: that Black Pete was a real, generally unpleasant part of being a 

Black or brown person in the Netherlands, and that social media has as much capacity to 

do good as it does to do bad. 

However, despite my own lived experience with this topic, I had never engaged in 

anti-racism activism in my own national context. I have experience with these activists 

from a distance, largely through the sharing behaviors of family and friends, as well as 
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through my exposure to and research on this topic in Dutch legacy media (Vliet, 2019). 

Although I have opinions on Black Pete and hands-on experience with Dutch racism, the 

purpose of this dissertation is to understand and engage critically with this issue as an 

expression of Dutch postcolonial change and stagnancy on a broader level. I have been 

exposed and thus formed associations with parts of the issue, but I rarely engaged, for 

example, with spaces inhabited by pro-Pete activists. Even my experience with the anti-

Pete side is severely limited, as I had not been in the Netherlands for most of the 2010s to 

experience a Sinterklaas celebration in person, I had been able to distance myself from its 

practicalities to an extent. Thus, I consider myself an outsider with experience in the 

social and technological context of the field. This kind of perspective has been seen 

favorably, as it allows for room for reflective interpretation and analysis, while also 

understanding the basic social and technological underpinnings of the situation being 

observed (Skågeby, 2011, p. 413).  

Chapter Overview 

This dissertation is comprised of eight chapters. This chapter (Chapter 1) provided 

a brief overview of the political situation in the Netherlands during the period the 

dissertation covers. It also provided an explanation of Sinterklaas and the contested Black 

Pete tradition, and explicates race and ethnicity within the Dutch context. It described 

three actors in meaning making: government, media, and (online) activists. These areas 

were set up in this chapter, but are explored at greater depth in following chapters.  

Chapter 2 lays the basis for the theoretical and scholarly foundation for the rest of 

the dissertation. The Dutch history of slavery and colonialism are an inextricable part of 

the society. For the Black and brown people in the country, especially, it has shaped how 
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they view the world and themselves. Therefore the rest of the dissertation would not be 

truly addressing why Black Pete matters or how meanings and traditions are changed 

without using postcolonial theory. Postcolonial theory is then connected to identity 

theories and Critical Race Theory. Various factors of collective identity and diasporic 

complications are explored. Critical Race Theory provides language to speak on the 

pervasiveness of racisms in Dutch society and the reasons why change is so hard to 

achieve. Additionally, I explore the available literature on Black Pete and Dutch racism. 

In this chapter I also further expand on the agents of meaning making that feature 

throughout the dissertation and the ways in which they are connected, looking at who is 

involved in changing Black Pete. Lastly, semiotics and social memory, recurring 

concepts which aid in answering the question of what is being changed when Black Pete 

is resignified. 

In Chapter 3 I describe the methods and materials for each analytical chapter. I 

employ semiotic analysis, critical discourse analysis, and online ethnography. Online 

ethnography, in particular, is a varied method, combining analysis of digitally archived 

materials with observation. Although interviews might also be employed, they were not 

involved in this phase of the project. In this chapter I also explain my own positioning as 

a researcher, as my own identity as a mixed race (Black-South Asian) Dutch woman 

inevitably informs my analysis.  

By looking at the history of Black Pete and then how his current form is 

interpreted and used by different cultural agents, I provide four entry points into the 

discursive field of the Black Pete debate. Each chapter is focused on a different way the 

meaning of Black Pete is created, communicated, and used during the contemporary 
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Black Pete debate. The first case study is found in Chapter 4. This chapter provides a 

comprehensive overview of the changing image of Black Pete from 1850 to 2019. 

Through the analysis of both the denotative and connotative elements of drawings and 

photographs from five eras I trace the evolution of Black Pete. In doing so I discuss the 

history of the African diaspora in the colonial and postcolonial Netherlands. This chapter 

anchors itself in collective memory of colonial history, slavery, and tradition. It is 

necessary to understand the process of how the Dutch became more familiar with Black 

people as their colonial power dwindled, as slavery and colonial history are reflected in 

Black Pete’s evolution and the underlying grievances of the current debate. Pete was 

created when slavery was still legal in the Dutch territories, and, as he was originally 

drawn, he was undeniably an African boy. Moving into the 20th century, slavery was 

abolished, but the Dutch in the homeland would not have much understanding of Black 

people as anything but slaves or servants. Over time Black Pete’s image became 

standardized, with only the occasional criticism. The arrival of Black people from 

(former) territories like Surinam would problematize him, and we begin to see attempts at 

resignification. Throughout the historical turns of Pete’s meaning, his Black skin is 

mythologized as chimney soot, his color turns to bright hues and back to black, and 

finally, in the current attempt, Black Pete would be replaced with a Sootpete to fit the 

myth.  

Chapter 5 moves into the present day and the political nature of Black Pete. 

Government, though not capable of enacting social change alone, does have a role to play 

in terms of policy and support. The analysis of plenary meeting transcripts and letters 

between members of parliament and ministers shows how the ideological divides in 
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Dutch government allow for the use of Black Pete as a discursive device. The right- and 

left-wing extremes in government conjure Black Pete as a shorthand for whatever point 

they need to bolster. Consequently, Pete loses his individual meanings as a joyful part of 

a holiday and a racist remnant of colonial practice —  depending on who you ask — and 

becomes part of a larger argument. To right-wing parties, in particular, Pete is used to 

evoke childhood and tradition in order to connect him to national pride and identity. This 

causes emotion to rise, which serves right-wing rhetoric and allows them to connect Pete 

to other topics on their agenda, such as immigration. Left-wing parties, though less 

energized, connect him to systemic racism, as anti-Pete activists do. Yet, the ruling, more 

centrist parties largely display ambivalence. Though they do not wish to interfere with a 

“people’s issue,” their unwillingness to take a side often leads them to a pro-Pete result. 

Their “neutrality” highlights Critical Race Theory’s concept of interest divergence, as 

most of the government benefits from being at the top of the racial hierarchy and thus has 

little to gain from actively pursuing change.  

In Chapter 6 I look at the public television show Sinterklaasjournaal, by tracing 

its journey of resignifying Black Pete for the masses, and its assignation as the 

Sinterklaas authority. In their 2014 and 2015 seasons, the Sinterklaasjournaal began 

laying myth building groundwork for a possible transition from Black Pete. In the 2014 

season the show reinforces the chimney myth by showing a white Pete gradually 

transitioning into Black Pete through repeated chimney use. In the 2015 season they 

introduced a secondary myth, a magical stone, to explain why Petes who were previously 

black might turn back to white. Over time there are fewer Black Petes on the program 

until in 2019 only Sootpetes remain. The Sinterklaasjournaal is a particularly important 
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media text because it is the singular most watched program about the holiday. Children 

who believe in Saint Nicholas look to it as though it is real news about real people, and 

this resonates into other aspects of their lives as local parades and schools look to the 

show before making their own decisions on whether to include Black Pete. Journalists 

throughout the Black Pete debate have followed and reported on the show’s choices as 

reflective of the future of the holiday nationwide. However, the creators of the show are 

reluctant to accept such responsibility. This might be blamed, once again, on interest 

convergence, as even public programming relies on ratings, and unless otherwise 

motivated the white executives had no incentive to change a problem they did not see. 

Early on they, again like politicians, looked at the “people” to determine their course, 

though over time they came to be ahead of the curve, in part due to outside pressure. Still, 

the resignification of Pete’s look was not as well received by anti-Pete activists as might 

be expected. By pushing the chimney myth and not acknowledging the other problematic 

aspects of Pete, the changes at times feel rather shallow. The Sinterklaasjournaal created 

Pete not only through appearance but through a childlike, ignorant, and problematic 

persona. This persona persisted throughout the transition. By acknowledging that 

blackface was not done, but not addressing the subservient persona simultaneously, the 

show’s creative team revealed its ignorance on the real problem: systemic racism and its 

colonial roots. 

Chapter 7 delves into how these larger issues lie at the center of pro- and anti-Pete 

activists’ online activities. Facebook and Twitter both housed large numbers of interested 

citizens for both sides. The analysis of online discourse and practice show disparate 

understandings of Pete between the sides and different approaches to similar ways to use 
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the platforms. Facebook, in particular, highlighted these differences. Anti-Petes used 

social media as a platform for their organized effort for social change. The small 

movements that originated in those spaces became an official social justice organization 

(Kick Out Zwarte Piet) and their practices reflected that. The anti-Pete pages were 

focused on positive engagement, creating community, and getting people to participate 

offline. Their posts also made clear that they, like politicians, saw Black Pete as a way to 

talk about larger systemic issues. Improving and diversifying education on colonial 

history is one of their goals, as is setting national standards for representation. 

Acknowledgement of the pervasiveness of racism in Dutch society shone through as their 

propelling force. Pro-Pete activists, on the other hand, used the platform as right-wing 

politicians use Pete in their rhetoric. Their posts were aggressive, negative, and often 

openly racist. They lacked the central leadership of the anti-Petes and as a result their 

engagement did seem so much about sending people into the streets, but into the spaces 

the anti-Petes had created for themselves online. Their strategy of offense as the best 

defense saw them using Pete as a proxy for their fears of change and displacement. 

Throughout, the observations made for this chapter raised the connections between 

politics and activists in the Pete debate, especially the lack of institutional power 

associated with anti-Petes and the clout of the support of right-wing parties on the other 

side.  

Lastly, in Chapter 8 these investigative entry points are brought together. The 

chapter maps concepts from Critical Race Theory, postcolonial theory, and memory 

studies  on the connected interpretations of Black Pete by politicians and activists. The 

denial of systemic racism in the Netherlands and the resistance from right-wing populist 



 33 

groups and centrist parties alike highlight the ordinariness of the racial hierarchy and the 

privileges it brings to those on top of it. The disruptiveness of anti-Pete activists lies in 

their connecting Black Pete to an alternative relationship to the colonial past, which is 

directly responsible for their existence in the country. The confrontation of official and 

vernacular narratives of colonial history is distilled in the battle over Black Pete, which 

has turned into a battle of belonging. Politicians and activists engage in this memory 

work alone and for their own purposes, as memory is actionable not static. Through 

media representations of not only Black Pete, but the Black Pete debate, however, their 

solitary meanings are negotiated in the public sphere. These negotiations, though 

continually ongoing, are where the eventual resignification of Pete must find its 

conclusion.  
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CHAPTER 2:  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

This dissertation centers on the discourses that surround Black Pete’s 

resignification and examines these through a theoretical framework that employs 

postcolonial theory, Critical Race Theory (CRT), social identity theories, memory 

studies, and semiotics. Postcolonial theory is a necessary framework when looking at the 

construction of race in the Netherlands, as the Netherlands was the oppressor in a 

colonial relationship for centuries. In addition, the controversy around Black Pete 

frequently brings up both the importance of tradition and the legacy of slavery, two topics 

that evoke associations with Dutch colonial history and its echoes in contemporary Dutch 

society. CRT, meanwhile, brings the focus of this postcolonial legacy towards race, 

racism, and systemic inequalities that underlie the Black Pete problem. Social identity 

theories, connecting to these, gives language that articulates how and why Black Pete is 

considered symbolic of the nation and how this connects to racism and racial hierarchies. 

Lastly, social memory and semiotics both revolve around the process of meaning making 

through personal associations. Black Pete means different things to different people, 

these meanings are constructed through repeated interactions with certain narratives, 

memories, and experiences. Speaking of memory and signification highlights that 

meaning is subjective and ever-evolving; an evolution that is negotiated through politics 

of representation. 

At the heart of the anti-Pete argument is the idea that Black Pete, with his dark 

skin, is a form of representation for the Afro-Dutch population. Representation connects 

language and meaning to culture, and is an essential part in the meaning making process 
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(Hall, 2013, p. 15). It is the language system used to assign meaning to groups, practices, 

situations, and objects (Fairclough, 1989, 1995; Hall, 2013). Althusser (1971) refers to 

this as the “reproduction of the relations of production” (p. 128). Individuals are 

reproduced as subjects through their imagined relationships to real conditions through 

ideology, which always has a materiality because it is a practice (Althusser, 1971, p. 

155). And, as in any ideological system, relations of production are “relations of tension” 

between opposing groups (Godard, 1990, p. 186). This tension, a competition for control 

of meaning, is called politics of representation (Holquist, 1983; Mehan, 1989; Mehan & 

Willis, 1988; Shapiro, 1987). The discourses surrounding the resignification of Black 

Pete is a manifestation of these politics. 

I look to discourses around activism rather than at activist activities in order to 

grasp the larger sociocultural context in which those actions take place. Discourse is the 

social process texts exist in (Hodge & Kress, 1988, p. 6). It is a set of textual 

arrangements that help organize and make sense of the people who inhabit them. 

Thwaites et al. (2002), additionally, posit four principle characteristics of discourse: 

• Concrete social sites at and within which it circulates (institutions); 
• Roles for those who participate in it (functions of address); 
• Power relations carries in those roles; and 
• Certain topics which tend to be spoken about there (themes) (p. 140). 

 

In essence, discourse is what ties and makes sense of a system of texts within a system of 

meaning. In these systems we must look at who can speak and who cannot, what is said 

and what is kept silent. In my journey to present the Dutch national identity and its 

evolving relationship to race and history, I take the Black Pete debate as my discursive 

field. A discursive field, as devised by Foucault, “consist of competing ways of giving 
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meaning to the world and of organizing social institutions and processes” (Weedon, 1997, 

p. 34). The discourses that make up a discursive field are overlapping but distinct entities, 

with varying levels of power, dissent, and contradiction. In finding these discourses, I had 

to look not only at the voices of the powerful, such as the government, but at the citizen 

on the ground, who have varying levels of power based on race and political affiliation, 

and at those who would benefit from not broadcasting their position, such as public 

media. The discursive field of the Black Pete debate provides multiple entry points into 

its various discourses, which in turn give insight into Dutch politics and identity.  

Postcolonial Theory 

When discussing contemporary questions of race and nationalism, critical 

scholars often approach issues from the viewpoint of postcolonial theory. Postcolonial 

research orients itself on the idea that the end of colonial occupation was not the end of 

colonial power. The imbalance between colonizers and the colonized still remains long 

after the 20th century. The legacy of the European imperialist drive is found in all aspects 

of their former colonies, from language to economics to art. Postcolonial theory 

recognizes that the end of formal colonial power is a process of both continuity and 

change (McLeod, 2010, p. 39). It is therefore aptly observed that “post-colonialism is a 

continuing process of resistance and reconstruction” (Ashcroft et al., 2006, p. 2). The 

Netherlands, as a former imperial power, must also be enmeshed in of such a process. 

Thus, the Black Pete controversy, its origins, progress, and potential outcomes, are 

postcolonial issues. 

Postcolonial theory grew from bodies of interrelated literatures about 

representation and identity in the aftermath of imperialism. Those researchers looked at 
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the relationship between literature and the nation, but tended to do so with the aim of 

finding similarities between the colonizer and the colonized. Later postcolonial studies 

shifted focus on divergence (McLeod, 2010, p. 19). Theories on postcolonial discourses 

would look at the wielding of colonial power through representation and modes of 

perception. Some seminal works here were written by Frantz Fanon, who states: 

“colonialism is a source of destruction and trauma for colonized peoples who are taught 

to look negatively upon their people, their culture and themselves” (Fanon, 1961, p. 227). 

In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon (1968) addresses the psychology of growing up in a 

world where the color of one’s skin makes you somehow lesser. Fanon shows how the 

colonized can internalize themselves as the “other” to the “civilized” colonizer. The way 

“othering” the colonized reifies the identities of the colonizer is also part of key works in 

postcolonial theory. 

This reification is part of a major undercurrent in postcolonial theory, namely the 

epistemological impact of colonialism. In his  seminal work Orientalism, Edward Saïd 

(1979) tackles this issue specifically by discussing how those traveling to the “Orient” 

relied only on assumptions about the cultures they visited to make determinations and 

justify their dominion. This allowed colonialism to perpetuate its own moral superiority, 

showing how knowledge and power are inseparable concepts. In the postcolonial point of 

view, knowledge (of the self, of the past, of the other) and resources to create new 

knowledge, are still largely in the hands of former imperial powers.  

Postcolonial theory provides vital background to this study as it concerns itself 

with the negotiation between the colonial past and neo-colonial present. Neo-colonialism 

refers to the continued exploitation of African, Asian, and Latin American countries by 
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former colonial powers (plus the United States) on a global economic scale 

(Sugirtharajah, 2011, p. 17). It shows what Leela Gandhi (1999) refers to as “the 

mystifying amnesia of the colonial aftermath” (p. 4), the ways in which colonial patterns 

have seemingly reinvented themselves and continued on, and the thing postcolonial 

scholars are keen to interrogate and unmask. The presence of diaspora from former 

colonies in former colonizing nations and their experiences there are part of 

understanding how neo-colonialism has affected what we know about ourselves and the 

other. The contention surrounding Black Pete can be seen as the knowledge of the 

colonized and that of the colonizer clashing in the modern day. 

Postcolonial cultures and continuity 

A few concepts from postcolonialism’s related theoretical stream, globalization, 

are important to keep in mind when considering the complicating factors members of 

diaspora engage with in their meaning making processes. One of these concepts is 

deterritorialization. In globalization, deterritorialization can be understood as “the loss of 

the ‘natural’ relation of culture to geographical and social territories” (García Canclini, 

1995, p. 229). Deterritorialization disrupts the conceptualization of culture as tied to a 

locale. Though Morley and Robins (1995) posit that deterritorialization gives too much 

credence to the idea that any culture can be pure, this is exactly why it is a useful concept 

when thinking about national identities. No culture may be incorruptible, but that does 

not mean its members do not believe it so. Giddens (1990) posits that while people may 

take comfort in the feeling of ownership and familiarity they get from their culture, they 

are, at least on some level, aware that there are outside cultures influencing them. This 

awareness of the global cultural exchange has been said to be “a defining element of our 
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contemporary condition” (Darling-Wolf, 2014). It is in this awareness of both local 

culture in its perceived pure form and the ways in which it changing where the Black Pete 

tension lies. Deterritorialization can be seen as the explicit acknowledgement of the 

complex nature of cultures in connected societies. 

A key related term is hybridity. Hybridity is a key concept in cultural research in 

general and postcolonialism in particular. However, hybridity was already in use during 

colonial times, when it was a concept of White superiority, to warn against miscegenation 

(Kraidy, 2002). It is a contentious term, as it can be used to both negatively and 

positively refer to and impact diasporic communities. On the one hand it can be used in 

an exclusionary way. After all, if boundaries are moveable, then they can be moved to 

exclude whomever is inconvenient in the moment (Gómez-Peña, 1996, as cited in 

Kraidy, 2002, p. 322). Some scholars believe hybridity allows policy makers to ignore 

difference when it furthers their agendas (Kraidy, 2002, p. 323). Ahmad (1995), Werbner 

(1997), and Van de Veer (1997) even believe legitimizing hybridity reproduces colonial 

discourses. Still, hybridity can be a useful frame when discussing postcolonial identities. 

Indeed, it has proved fitting in many cases. Bhabha (1994), for example, talks 

about hybridity as the way the oppressed former Indian citizens of the British Empire 

resisted impeding imperial culture and re-appropriated dominant discourse. Werbner 

(1997) states that hybridity allows us to “subvert categorical oppositions and hence to 

create the conditions for cultural reflexivity and change” (p. 1). Kraidy (2002) proposes 

an intercontextual form of hybridity, which takes into account the negotiations taking 

place between structure and agency, and the cyclical nature of cultural exchange. In this 

conceptualization, “hybridity should be understood as a communicative practice” 
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(Kraidy, 2002, p. 334), as well as stemming from hegemonic practice. Kraidy’s 

intercontextual hybridity is particularly helpful for my case study, as it is applicable to 

active negotiations between diasporic and national identities, and allows sensitivity 

towards the role of online discourses as meaning making tool. In addition, hybridity 

exists at the intersection of many societal layers – locally and globally, socially and 

economically – highlighting the liminal nature of postcolonial otherness, and the its role 

as “a performative expression of transnational change” (Shome & Hegde, 2002, p. 266). 

In terms of the study at hand, deterritorialization and hybridity are important tools for 

both activists and institutions to achieve their goals, as they are flexible enough to be 

spun in any desired direction. Noting how, why, and when they are used will be 

important going forward. 

Social Identities 

The Black Pete controversy is, at its heart, a matter of conflicting identities. That 

we can even speak of conflicts between identities highlights that any attempts to 

essentialize an identity is counterproductive. Thus, the focus here must be on the 

discourse surrounding an identity and the process of identification, rather than the ’Dutch 

identity’ or the ’Afro-Dutch identity’. When I write these, I am using a shorthand to refer 

to them as they are understood and expressed by the collective voices of social actors. 

Identification differs between and inside groups, because it is the recognition of 

something shared (such as history, physical features, or norms and values) and the 

creation of some sense of solidarity (Hall, 1996, p. 2). Understandings of this shared 

characteristic are rarely universal, and thus identities are always being negotiated, 
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emerging from modalities of power, from the ability to “other” (Hall, 1996, pp. 4–5). The 

colonial past plays an important role in these negotiations. 

One particular branch of postcolonial studies that deals with identity is subaltern 

studies. The term subaltern comes from Gramsci (1971) and refers to those groups 

society who are subject to the hegemony of the dominant classes. Though often 

associated with Indian scholars, who used it as “a name for the general attribute of 

subordination in South Asian society” (Guha, 1984, p. vii), it was brought into 

postcolonial study by Spivak (1988). Although there any many criticisms of subaltern 

studies, including its Eurocentric origin and too much focus on revolutionary action, the 

term reminds us of the explicit impact of the colonial past in the formation of the 

identities of members of diaspora and the importance of listening to their voices. 

Diaspora residing in Europe in the modern day have their own distinct subaltern 

experiences and, enabled by the rise of social media, political agency to influence identity 

negotiations. Although Spivak’s seminal question was “can the subaltern speak?”, in 

times when making one’s voice heard is increasingly accessible, Shome and Hegde 

(2002) pose a question more relevant for us: “Can the subaltern move?” (p. 180). What 

do the peoples displaced by centuries of colonial force do to allow their voices to not just 

be heard, but be carried? Can the subaltern reorder themselves in the social hierarchy of 

hegemonic power?  

Factors in identity formation 

Pluralities of identity is a common theme in studies on politics of representation. 

This meaning that no person identifies with only one group. We have gender identities, 

cultural identities, religious identities, and so on. These all interact as different forms of 
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collective identity (Morris, 1995, p. 8). This dissertation considers identification and the 

process of identity building within their political contexts, and thus the identification 

framework to be used should, at its base, be framed as such. Castells (2009) proposed 

three types of identity building that are useful for this purpose. These types are built 

around hegemonic power and attempts to either maintain or obtain it. The first is 

legitimizing identity, which refers to those processes endorsed by the state or dominant 

institution and helps reproduce and rationalize their dominant position (p. 8). The second 

is identity for resistance, which builds identity from oppression and exclusion in an 

attempt to other the dominant, creating insular or potentially antagonistic communities (p. 

9). The third is project identity, which similarly often stems from oppression, but is more 

focused on social project for inclusion, and attempts to find a potential middle ground (p. 

10). With this base typology, we can look at more specific factors and processes within 

them that could be categorized and analyzed. 

These types of identity building are centered around the idea that in society 

identities are hierarchical. This assumption is inherent in both the critical theories 

underpinning this study; both critical race theory and postcolonial theory speak of 

oppression and domination, the imperial and the subaltern. Social Identity Theory (SIT) 

provides language that helps parse the processes involved in maintaining or altering these 

hierarchies. Although often considered a quantitative theory, SIT has greatly impacted 

my understanding of how identities are formed and defended. Qualitative work on 

identity often uses concepts from SIT without attribution, considering them common 

sense. However, I find it important to be explicit about what elements of SIT shape how I 

will be discussing identity throughout this project. SIT posits that one’s sense of self is 
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derived from membership to social group(s) and the “value and emotional significance 

attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1981, p. 255). Central to the SIT premise is that 

groups naturally occur between those “like us” and those “unlike us” (Cuhadar & Dayton, 

2011, p. 274). Tajfel and Turner (1979) present the processes in creating this kind of 

mentality in the following way: categorization, identification, and comparison. We 

ascribe expectations based on categorization. Identification allows us to adopt 

membership to a certain group, bringing emotional significance to one’s identification 

and subscribing to the expectations set in the categorization. Comparison between these 

groups determines status, and these comparisons will lead to behaviors aimed at gaining 

or maintaining status (Billig & Tajfel, 1973; Tajfel et al., 1971). The willingness to 

engage in these behaviors will depend on the salience of the identity and the standing of 

the group on a macro scale (Mummendey et al., 1999).  

In some cases it is possible to leave a group with low status, but in cases where 

this is not possible, resistance identities and project identities activate. These identity 

building methods often have raising group status as their main goal. There are a number 

of ways to do this, including a) comparing the ingroup to an even lower-level outgroup to 

raise self-esteem, b) by devaluing aspects of the group that reflect badly, or c) by 

attempting to change the hierarchy and revalue the group (J. C. Turner & Brown, 1978). 

Comparison between groups also connects group status to individual self-esteem. These 

concepts (social identity, comparison, status) manifest in the Black Pete debate in a 

variety of ways, as social identities can heavily inform emotion, perception, and behavior. 

Through the study it will be important to consider when we see esteem-building or -
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maintaining behaviors, as well as how individual understandings of group characteristics 

are expressed.   

Building and maintaining a national identity 

Of the many social or collective identities at stake in the postcolonial Netherlands, 

the Black Pete debates demonstrates tensions between two: national identity and racial 

(or ethnic) identity. The nation is an important aspect of any study rooted in postcolonial 

thought, as imperialism can be described as the expansion of a nation. Scholars 

differentiate between the nation and the state. The nation being a self-defined community 

sharing solidarity a belief in a common heritage and political rights, and the state a legal 

and political organization with power over the citizenry (Morris, 1995, pp. 12–13). In a 

nation-state, then, the actions of the state are legitimized as expressions of culture, and by 

extension in national identity. Hall (1996a) points to the importance of considering 

identities in their historical contexts (p. 4). National identities are essential for 

maintaining cohesion and compliance within the structures of the state. Political scientists 

saw national identity as a key to success in the establishment of new nations in the 

postcolonial age (Morris, 1995, p. 8). In the postcolonial nation-state, identity is 

especially in flux, as migration from former colonies shift interpretations of these 

histories. 

Many scholars have stressed the constructed nature of national identities. Some of 

these define the nation in terms of their ability to create a form of identity. To Anderson 

(1991), the nation is an “imagined community”, emerging from social and cultural 

experiences – often experienced by proxy – which create a feeling of kinship. Castells 

(2009) defines the nation as “cultural communes constructed in people’s minds and 
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collective memory by the sharing of history and political projects” (p. 54). These 

definitions highlight the role of shared histories in forging connections. An emotional 

connection to this sense of community and national identity can lead to nationalism. 

In some cases, this emotional connection may lie with a nation other than the one 

in which one resides. The term diaspora, which I have used in earlier sections, points to 

“communities of people who have been dislocated from their native homeland through 

the movements of migration, immigration, or exile” (Braziel & Mannur, 2003, p. 1). 

Many diaspora communities are the result of colonialism, be it through voluntary 

migration during or after colonial periods or the forcible movement of slaves or 

indentured servants (Ashcroft et al., 2006, p. 68). The term diaspora links identity to 

spaces, histories of migration, and struggles to define local culture when the local has 

moved (Grossberg, 1996, p. 92). As the world moves further away from colonial practice 

and diaspora have a longer presence in a location, the experiences of later generations 

complicate the relationship between national and ethnic identities. 

Building and maintaining ethnic identities  

Although it may seem to be common sense, I wish to make clear why I will be 

using the term ‘ethnic identity’ as opposed to ‘racial identity’ throughout the dissertation. 

As the analysis is considerably informed by Critical Race Theory and racism is a major 

issue in the case study, it is especially important to have clarity on this subject. Racial and 

ethnic identities are related concepts and inextricable from postcolonial reality. They are 

often visible resistance and project identities, presenting themselves in opposition to 

postcolonial hegemonic powers. I want to note that race and ethnicity are not always 

interchangeable. Race is technically based solely on phenotype based, whereas ethnicity 
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considers many of the same features as a national identity would, such as shared history 

and traditions (Castells, 2009, p. 57). But their relationship, especially in the postcolonial 

context, cannot be overlooked. When racial minorities move, they are different both 

because of their behaviors and their physical features. As a social identity, ethnic 

membership is strengthened in difference. The apparentness of this difference (due to its 

form, size, importance) can determine the salience of an identity (Ellis, 2019, p. 76). Race 

is, then, simply be taken as an easily recognized marker of ethnic membership. 

The color of Black Pete’s skin and the colors of those for and against him are, 

thus, non-negligible factors in a cultural (ethnic) controversy. As Hall (1997a) states: 

“Black is not a question of pigmentation. The Black I’m talking about is a historical 

category, a political category, a cultural category” (p. 53). African Americans may not 

often be identified as such, but they are members of a diaspora. Gilroy (1994) refers to 

the diasporic space brought about by migrations of Black people from Africa to colonial 

territories as the “Black Atlantic,” which ties together this dispersed diaspora through a 

common colonial force. This sense of common history is often mediated through global 

media, cultural productions, and cultural commodification (Mankekar, 2015). And 

although locality affects the experience of African diaspora, global economic and cultural 

flows do create commonalities in the Black Atlantic. The Afro-Dutch are part of this 

ethnic diaspora. For members of that community who were born and raised in the 

Netherlands, parsing Black Pete is part of reconciling their hybrid ethno-national 

identities. 

Although first generation members of a diaspora are often more focused on 

maintaining their collective identity as tied to the homeland, later generations can have as 
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much of a tie to where they were raised as to their parents’ origin. It has even been 

posited that migration “constitutes the precondition for the formation of diaspora” 

(Berghahn & Sternberg, 2010, p. 13), meaning that a migrant community will become a 

diaspora as time passes and generations remain in the country their predecessors settled 

in. These generations have the task of negotiating identities that are both native to them. 

In terms of social identity, individuals living in ‘multicultural’ communities tend to 

navigate a complex combination of identities with some level of comfort, even if those 

identities might conflict based on certain characteristics (Roccas & Brewer, 2002). One 

subject in a study on British South Asian women explains her dilemma: 

I’m a British citizen, I was born here, so I wouldn’t really say that I was Pakistani. 
If I came from Pakistan to live here then I would be Pakistani, a Pakistani citizen. 
And I wouldn’t call myself an English person because I’m not, I’m a Muslim. 
(Dwyer, 2000, p. 476)  
 

Second-generation immigrants and beyond are members of a group Thomas Elsaesser 

(2005) calls “hyphenated nationals” at “sub-nation level” (p. 116), who have a stake in 

maintaining the social order in the place they grew up, “sensing themselves to be 

excluded or knowing themselves to be discriminated against, while also having become 

estranged from the nation of their parents” (Elsaesser, 2005, p. 118). This juxtaposition of 

identities, and the inability to complete embrace or be embraced by either might be seen 

as a symptom of a concept in SIT called ethnic threat. 

Critical Race Theory 

Ethnic threat is a kind of competition between social identities based in race or 

ethnicity, where either the status or the cohesion of a group is made vulnerable by another 

(Müller, 2009). It is, in many ways, an extension of the fear of the loss of ’native’ culture. 
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As outside cultural forces become more ubiquitous and accessible, the competitive “us vs 

them” mentality described by SIT becomes more prominent (Morris, 1995, pp. 8–9). In 

majority White nations with non-White minorities, ethnic threat can thus be a driving 

force of nationalism, manifesting as racism (Hall, 1997b, p. 26) 

Although racism and racist discourse are oft-studied in the social sciences and 

humanities, the focus tends to lie in abstract emotions, rather than concrete actions. 

Figgou and Condor (2006), from interviews with Greeks on their definitions of prejudice, 

noted participants in this study tended to refer to abstract ideas and emotions, and not 

specific acts. This focus on emotion is seen more often in the study of individual 

prejudices. Billig (1988) considers this key to the layman’s perception of racism. 

Verkuyten (1998) describes a key method of justifying racism as the seeing of one’s own 

prejudices as logical and reasonable, but ‘real’ racism as extremely emotional and not 

socially acceptable. This idea of racism as an emotional flaw absolves both individuals 

and institutions of fault when it comes to prejudiced rhetoric and action. 

This ‘common-sense’ understanding of racism is perhaps why many studies fail to 

anchor themselves in specific racist acts. Theoretical racism tends to function as an a 

priori backdrop for a study (Verkuyten, 2003). Thus, it seems the matter of what racism is 

in terms of public understanding is deemed generally solved, and the focus is on how it is 

performed in accordance with the researcher’s personal understanding. Although this 

study, to an extent, considers racism an understood part of the Dutch postcolonial 

landscape, it ultimately grounds itself in the understanding that what is at stake here is the 

lack of consensus on racism as a concept that underlies the discussion on the preservation 

of Black Pete. Using the Black Pete controversy as a case study is useful in laying bare 
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this lack of consensus, because it involves racism as both individually experienced and as 

systemic. It is a matter of social identity, social memory, and social policy.  

With this in mind, Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a worthwhile theoretical lens to 

view this issue through. CRT as a framework aims to understand and transform the 

relationship between race and power (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 

2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998). CRT began in the study of US law, particularly the work 

of Derrick Bell, highlighting the role of racism in society and the everyday experiences of 

people of color in the United States (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 7).  

There are a few core principles for CRT that should be understood. Firstly, is the 

idea that racism is so ordinary – so intrinsic to the experience of a person of color in the 

US – that it is difficult to address (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). This can manifest in 

‘colorblindness’, when a (typically White) person claims they do not “see” race and can 

therefore not be racist or perform racist actions (Bonilla-Silva, 2017). The second 

principle is that because racism results in power and wealth for majority group, there is 

little to no incentive for them to facilitate change (Wesp et al., 2018). This is also known 

as “interest convergence” (Bell, 1991). Finally, CRT acknowledges that race is a social 

construct, with no basis in genetics, that is used to categorize peoples and create 

hierarchies in a way beneficial to the majority group (Wesp et al., 2018). 

As a critical theory, social change is embedded in the fabric of CRT. Like 

postcolonial theory, it challenges inequality by “by moving beyond what is on the surface 

to analyze the roots of injustice” (Wesp et al., 2018, p. 319). Although CRT is originally 

rooted in the US context, with US categorizations and historical background, it works 

well in conjunction with postcolonial theory as they are “united in their critiques of white 
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supremacy and Eurocentrism” (Goodnight, 2017, p. 666). Where post-colonial theory 

critiques and exposes the persistence of colonial structures and beliefs (Saïd, 1979), CRT 

highlights how this is translated into action, be it through policy, law, or everyday 

practices (Ladson-Billings & Tate IV, 1995). The challenge for those applying CRT to 

non-US situations thus lies in mapping those 3 principles – ordinariness, interest 

convergence, and race as socially constructed – onto the specific localization. Post-

colonial theory, in this case, helps us critically perform this task. 

It should be noted that in most situations race alone is not the determining factor 

in experiences with inequities. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s notion of intersectionality (1989) 

has been heavily influential in the evolution of CRT, emphasizing the ways in which 

different social identities intersect and interact. One’s gender, sexuality, age, and many 

other identities, will affect how race is experienced. However, this dissertation does not 

explore Black Pete through an intersectional lens for a variety of reasons, including scope 

and space limitations. 

Social Semiotics and Social Memory 

The third tenet of CRT states race is socially constructed. The semiotic view of 

language agrees with this principle, as it assumes meaning is not inherent but socially 

constructed (Halliday, 1990; Hodge & Kress, 1993; Mehan & Willis, 1988). Semiotics is 

the study of the relationship between the sign, the message, the users, and the culture 

(Thwaites et al., 2002, p. 35). Originating from the linguistic work of Ferdinand de 

Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce, the work of Roland Barthes allowed semiotics to 

become a major approach to cultural studies in the 1960s. Barthes (1967) highlighted that 

semiotics was applicable to a large number of academic fields, stating it  
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aims to take in any system of signs, whatever their substance and limits; images, 
gestures, musical sounds, objects, and the complex associations of all of these, 
which form the content of ritual, convention or public entertainment: these 
constitute, if not languages, at least systems of signification. (p 9) 
 

Umberto Eco (1976) reiterates that “semiotics is concerned with everything that can be 

taken as a sign” (p. 7). As such, though de Saussure was a linguist, semiotics goes far 

beyond the scope of language. Furthermore, semioticians are concerned not so much with 

what signs mean, as they are with how that meaning is created (Sturrock, 1986, p. 22). 

Central concepts in semiotics are the signifier and the signified, the constituent 

parts of de Saussure’s sign (Saussure, 1983, p. 67). The signifier is the sensory 

impression of the sign, such as letters or sounds. The signified is the concept the sign 

invokes. The relationship between signifier and signified, the way in which a sensory 

impression invokes a concept, is called signification (Thwaites et al., 2002, p. 31). The 

relationship between signifier and signified is arbitrary, signs finding meaning outside 

themselves, from cultural, social, and historical context. Thus signs are polysemic in 

nature (Thwaites et al., 2002, pp. 35–36). 

This arbitrariness is what allows for the resignification that is being attempted 

with Black Pete. As mentioned, resignification refers to the fact that language is not 

static, that it can break from its established context and gain new meaning. This can be 

organic and uncontroversial, or it can happen in the way that Judith Butler (1997) 

describes when she writes about the co-option of slurs by the communities they were 

meant to demean. Reed (2015) describes resignification as achieved through two 

subprocesses: synecdoche and metanarrative. Synecdoche is an overarching term for the 

ways in which one thing can be made to stand in for another (Reed, 2015, p. 70). 

Metanarratives refers to the collection of ways people over time have made sense of the 
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same event, and aids in understanding the underlying significance of said event (Reed, 

2015, pp. 70–71). Understanding how these subprocesses play out in the case of Black 

Pete and the ongoing racial tension that have come with the attempt to take back those 

iconic elements that evoke the colonial past will help make sense of discourses of the 

various stakeholders in this process. 

Peirce distinguishes between three types of signs: the icon, index, and symbol 

(Berger, 2005, pp. 4–5). These help us differentiate between different relationships 

between the signified and the signifier (Hawkes, 1977, p. 129), as modes of the sign. The 

iconic mode refers to when the signifier is perceived as resembling or imitating the 

signified, such as a photo, a metaphor, or a sound effect. In the indexical mode the 

signified is directly tied to the signifier in a physical of causal way, such as smoke 

signifying fire, chest pain signifying a heart attack, or a ringtone signifying someone is 

trying to call you. The symbolic mode is the most arbitrary, these are relationships that 

must be learned, such as language, traffic lights, or logos. According to Cook (1992), 

icons are also technically symbolic because we “see the resemblance when we already 

know the meaning” (p. 20). Thus it should be kept in mind that these modes are not 

mutually exclusive. We can apply Peirce’s three signs to Black Pete. He is iconic because 

he is recognizable no matter the way he is presented. Any Dutch child or adult will know 

they are looking at Black Pete, even if what they are presented with is a stylized cartoon. 

Indexically, the appearance of the image in popular culture indicates, among other things, 

that the holiday season is starting. Symbolically, Black Pete stands for many things, 

including the aforementioned innocence. In the Panofskian sense iconography refers to 

“the secondary or conventional meanings that consists of the intellectual interpretation of 
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a shared cultural context” or Barthesian notion of connotation (Davison, 2009, p. 888), 

which effectively incorporates elements of all three of Peirce’s modes. Though 

Panofsky’s iconography is more concerned with the irrational, intuitive meanings we 

prescribe to images (Davison, 2009, p. 888), and this is certainly an element of the Black 

Pete debate that is important and worthy of study, I concern myself here with the active 

process of resignification as it is happening in the Dutch public sphere. 

The resignification process is about meaning, but also about who gets to decide 

that meaning on a larger scale. Thus, the deconstruction of Black Pete’s iconography is 

best approached from the angle of social semiotics. When using structural semiotic 

analysis to deconstruct a text, a researcher aims to understand the structure of 

relationships and differences of a given system and interrogate the strategies utilized to 

achieve certain meanings. For social semioticians, the key issue is to establish who are 

making the rules and how and why these rules might be changed (Jewitt & Oyama, 2001, 

p. 135). According to Van Leeuwen (2005), social semiotics compares and contrasts 

semiotic modes. Instead of focusing on the sign, social semiotics focuses on the ways 

people use semiotic resources to produce and interpret texts. Semiotic resource is another 

term for sign, but is preferred in social semiotics because it avoids the impression that a 

sign’s meaning is not affected by its use (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 3). This emphasis on 

“use” places the semiotic potential of a sign (or resource) in the domain of social 

communication. 

National iconography and collective memory  

Collective memory (also known called social memory) as a theoretical concept is 

very useful to keep in mind when discussing semiotic power, identity formation, and 
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politics of representation. The study of collective memory is “predicated upon a 

naturalized notion of historical consciousness” (French, 2012, p. 338). Memory scholars, 

like semioticians are keenly aware of the constructive nature of meaning, and a minority 

representation is an engaging branch of the scholarship. Trouillot (1991) explains that 

minorities of all kinds can and do voice their cultural claims, not on the basis of 
explicit theories of culture but in the name of historical authenticity. They enter 
the debates not as academics — or not only as academics — but as situated 
individuals with rights to historicity. (p. 19) 
 

This underscores that the struggle for control over meaning that is central to politics of 

representation can be equivocated to the struggle for self-representation at the heart of 

this use of collective memory. Both can be seen in terms of semiotics systems of 

representation. 

Schwartz (1991) defines collective memory as “a metaphor that formulates 

society’s retention and loss of information about its past in the familiar terms of 

individual remembering and forgetting” (p. 302). Maurice Halbwachs (1992) posits that 

one’s individual memory is inextricably connected to one’s group memory, as one cannot 

think about their own past without “discoursing upon them”, which cannot be done 

without a system of thought stemming from our social upbringing (Halbwachs, 1992, p. 

53). As such, the relationship between individual and collective memory is symbiotic. In 

addition, it could be said that, for Halbwachs, collective memory is representational in the 

sense that the past is represented through the lens of contemporary concerns (Connerton, 

1989; Halbwachs, 1992). Collective memory is constructed through a number of 

mnemonic practices, including commemorative events (Schwartz, 1982) and “acts of 

collective memory” which occur when present day discourses try to explain past events 

(de Saint-Laurent, 2018). Key to applying social memory theory in a critical way is the 
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notion that collective memory is usable for sociopolitical purposes (Zelizer, 1995), and 

these uses are invoked by acts of commemoration. 

Collective memory is a “social construction constituted through a multiplicity of 

circulating sign forms” (French, 2012, p. 340). Interpretations of these signs are shared 

by some and contested by others in response to differing positions in a social hierarchy 

where representations of the past are mediated through the powers and concerns of the 

present. So, from a semiotic perspective, “collective memories are located in publicly 

circulating signs” (French, 2012, p. 340). Signs of collective memory can be located in 

many different memory ‘sites’, including but not limited to ideologies of language, 

monuments, memorials, landscapes, propaganda, and oral histories (French, 2012, p. 

347). Signification unfolds in these sites through an interweaving of iconic, indexical, 

and symbolic modalities of signification (French, 2012, p. 340). The iconography and 

resignification of Black Pete provides a fitting case study within this framework, 

providing insights into festive holidays as memory sites, modern European engagements 

with the colonial past, and online communication as a tool for memory work, all of which 

are underdeveloped in the field of memory studies. 

Agents of Social Change 

The bulk of the analytical chapters of the dissertation cover the discursive 

practices and viewpoints of what I refer to as a ‘meaning-making trifecta’: Government 

(or institutions), media, and activists. These agents have influence on the ways issues are 

interpreted on larger public scale, and the rate at which social change occurs. In the 

following section I define the terms I use to describe this trifecta. In addition, I cover the 
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relationships between the agents. Lastly, I will summarize recent research into online 

activism and the use of social media specifically. 

Defining Terms 

Social Change. Social change , like race and racism, is a concept often used in 

scholarship without a functioning definition. There is an over-reliance on a common 

sense understanding, so I want to be specific in my understanding of it in this study. A 

conceptualization I find particularly useful is  “the transformation in the organization of 

society, in institutions and in the distribution of power” (Figueroa et al., 2002, p. iii). 

Structural change is generally considered vital to this (Underwood, 2001, as cited in 

Figueroa et al., 2002, p. iii)  

Social Movements. In a general definition of social movements, some combine 

the proponents and the opponents of a certain social change goal (McCarthy & Zald, 

1977, p. 1218). Shove (2010) distinguishes specifically between social movement 

organizations, whose end goal is social change, and countermovement organizations, who 

oppose the social movement’s goal (p. 205). Although much of the literature of social 

movements presents a social movement as incontrovertibly an organization, with a formal 

structure and a singular strategy, it is possible for allied groups to be working in the same 

direction with differing strategies, adapting to work with or around other group towards a 

similar goal (Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 1993, p. 115). In this case, anti-Pete activists are the 

movement, and pro-Pete activists the countermovement.  

Institutions. There are many different types of institutions. Both existentially and 

practically, there are a number of definitions that could function in the context of the 

study. Broadly speaking, institutions are those elements of life that regulate, normalize, 
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and provide stability to social life through shared rules, meanings and systems (Fligstein, 

2001; W. R. Scott, 2001). Integral to my understanding of this overarching description of 

institutions is agency, as rules and regulations rarely spontaneously come into being. 

Institutions are “the product (intentional or otherwise) of purposive action” (Lawrence & 

Suddaby, 2006, p. 216), a variety of steps and strategies utilized to create, maintain, and 

defy them, also known as institutional work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Another key 

factor of institutions is their endurance. 

One of the main institutions covered in the dissertation is government. We can 

define government as a synonym for the state. Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi (2004, 

p.3 as cited in Rothstein & Teorell, 2008, p. 168) define governance as “the traditions and 

institutions by which authority in a country is exercised”.  Thus, governance can take a 

variety of forms depending on the standing institutions of the locale being governed. The 

governing body covered in this study is the Dutch government, which will be described 

in more detail in Chapter 5. 

Media. Three types of media are analyzed in the dissertation: News media, 

entertainment media, and social media. News media refers to journalistic output across a 

variety of mediums, such as physical newspapers, websites, and television. Although 

there are news outlets operating at many different levels and with many different aims – 

local, national, grassroots, independent, online only, etc. – when this dissertation focuses 

on legacy news. This includes long-standing newspapers and broadcasts, which, by the 

definition given above, I consider to be Dutch institutions as well.  

The other type of media discussed is social media. Howard and Parks (2012) 

conceptualize social media as consisting of three parts: 
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(a) the information infrastructure and tools used to produce and distribute content; 
(b) the content that takes the digital form of personal messages, news, ideas, and 
cultural products; and (c) the people, organizations, and industries that produce 
and consume digital content. (p. 362) 

Thus, social media are online platforms that allow (groups of) people to distribute content 

– be it words, pictures, videos, or anything in-between. This includes currently major 

platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, as well as long-abandoned ones like 

MySpace, or newer contenders like TikTok. I will be centering my research on Facebook 

and Twitter. What should be emphasized here is that my use of social media as a site of 

research concerns itself primarily with the user and their posting behavior, and not so 

much with the technological affordances of the platforms. 

Relationships Between Agents of Change 

Media and Movements. Communities are constantly negotiating shared 

meanings using communication tools (Tehranian, 1991, p. 8), in “a process of public and 

private dialogue through which people define who they are, what they want and how they 

can get it” (Gray-Felder and Deane, 1999, as cited in Figueroa et al., 2002, p. ii). Mass 

media is a major one of these communication tools, especially if the intention is to unify 

or fortify a national identity (Anderson, 1991; Ang, 2000; Chaney, 1994; Lull, 2000). 

More recently, social media has given tools to those without the easy traditional access to 

mass media, empowering them to “voice opinions and emotions” (van Dijck, 2013, p. 

73).  

Gamson and Wolfsfeld (1993) state that movements and the media are 

interdependent, but ultimately unequal in this dependency, with movements relying on 

the media far more than the reverse (p. 115-116). Movements are traditionally reliant on 

the media for mobilization, validation, and scope enlargement (Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 
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1993, p. 116). However, online movements are able to use social media for these 

purposes (at least, for certain target populations), changing this balance of power. 

Meanwhile, social movements provide the media with material (Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 

1993, p. 117), which, in increasingly competitive markets, has become more important 

than ever, as social movements can provide sensational and grabbing stories. However, 

the assertion that social movements need news media in order to proliferate their message 

(Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988; Koopmans, 2004), has become weakened in the age of social 

media. 

Mattoni and Treré (2014) lament the one-medium bias in research on social 

movements and the media, be it the focus on media coverage of social movements from 

only one kind of point of view (for example, only mainstream media) or a more 

technology based bias, where researchers do not follow social movements off of the 

chosen platform (for example, looking only at Twitter hashtags). This dissertation 

employs a form of online ethnography that follows member of these online social 

movements across and within different online spaces. Mattoni and Treré (2014) also 

point out a lack of research on the interaction between media and movement (p. 254). 

Important to consider in this case study is the ways in which social movements are able to 

co-opt and manipulate media outlets and strategies for their own gain, especially when 

journalists and activists co-exist on the same platforms, as is the case with social media. 

Movements and Government. Although social movements are necessary for 

citizens to affect social change that reflects them, legitimization and support from 

government institutions can be invaluable. The role of the state in cultural changes is 

often mentioned in research on movements for environmental change. Shove (2010), in 
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deconstructing common methods for spurring on environmental change, notes that 

sustainability is not simply a matter of policy change, but one of challenging the status 

quo (p. 1278). This challenge does need some involvement from policy makers, but 

ultimately requires “a variety of actors and roles” (Rip, 2006, as cited in Shove, 2010, p. 

1278).  

Gale (1986) describes the ways in which social movements, countermovements, 

and government agencies interact and influence each other. Based on how much power 

the movements respectively hold at any given time, their reliance on and trust in 

government agencies will shift. On the other side of the equation, government agencies’ 

pressure to respond or act in a certain way will depend on the successes and failures of 

the activist groups. One important way that is mentioned is that often a countermovement 

will not concretely emerge until a government institution has done something to 

legitimize the social movement’s goal (Zald & Useem, 1983, as cited in Gale, 1986, p. 

210). Gale (1986) also notes that the more balanced the movement’s and 

countermovement’s power, the more contradictory the social pressures, the less official 

institutions will be able to control or affect the outcomes of the conflict (p. 231-232). 

Gaging the position of these institutions will rely, in part, on discovering their 

embeddedness within the social movements’ online communities (Ostrom, 1996). The 

institutional presence, or lack thereof, in the online ethnography of the activist groups 

will shed light on the pressures institutions feel from online social movements. 

Government and Media. Social media presents those same tools to political 

agents as it does to social movements (Kruikemeier, 2014; Linders, 2012; Shirky, 2011). 

Thus, some awareness of how official institutions use social media is needed. Linders 
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(2012) proposes three categories of government-citizen involvement online: citizen 

sourcing, government as a platform, and do it yourself government (p. 447). Citizen 

sourcing allows citizens to help the government gain situational awareness of their 

policies and its outcomes. Government as a platform, which is government to citizen, 

opens up government resources, databases, and platforms to citizen to help them navigate 

policy as part of their everyday lives. ‘Do it yourself government’, citizen-to-citizen, 

refers to the ways in which communities self-organize into formal organizations, such as 

neighborhood councils or watch groups. We might see online social movements as forms 

of ‘do it yourself government’, as well as citizen sourcing. Government using social 

media platforms and dedicated sites to inform the public of policy decisions or related 

study outcomes is the government as a platform, with the use of social media, both by 

official institutional accounts and by individuals in the government, showing a high level 

of embeddedness. 

Trifecta of Agency. Koopmans (2004) states that government and social 

movements interact through media, that their awareness of each other is not immediate 

but mediates. Although there is still truth to this, the way social media has changed the 

proximity between institution and citizen changes the communication flows for all three 

social actors. In addition, it has been pointed out that due to the power imbalance 

between institutional actors and social movements, their interactions (at least initially) 

often take place through news media (Koopmans, 2004). This trio of activists, the media, 

and government are all deeply involved in what has been referred to as “the politics of 

signification” (Hall, 1982). For this reason, focusing on one or two, but not the complete 

trifecta of social change agents would by definition give an incomplete image. 
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Social Media Activism 

Online activism has been the subject of much recent communication scholarship. 

Some studies focus on the reason why social media is used for activism. One common 

assertion is that social media’s accessibility plays a large role, as the barrier for entry is 

often just an internet connection (Jackson & Foucault Welles, 2016; Small, 2011). While 

legacy media was seen as corrupt or elitist (Small, 2011, p. 877), social media gave 

marginalized communities a non-traditional space to come together and voice their 

realities (Jackson & Foucault Welles, 2016, p. 398). Online activism and awareness 

strategies (such as hashtags) allow for “bypassing the gatekeepers” (Stache, 2015, p. 

163). As Nielsen (2009) states: “the Internet lowers the barriers for collective action 

because it reduces transaction costs” (p. 271). The internet gives easy access to existing 

data (Bimber, 2000; Carty & Onyett, 2006), including data not readily provided by 

mainstream media (Langman, 2005; Russell, 2007).  

Another major area in the study of online activism is its efficacy. Some studies 

have shown social media activism leads to more political activism overall. For example, 

Valenzuela (2013) found social media works to amplify traditional protests, such as 

marches and demonstrations. Lim (2013) found organizing through Facebook and Twitter 

positively influences collective action by proving a central place for information. The 

#YoSoy132 movement in Mexico allowed students to fight against political corruption 

and bias in tradition media by finding pride in a shared identity and history and maintain 

a community (Treré, 2015). Callison and Hermida’s (2015) study of the Canadian 

Indigenous #IdleNoMore campaign highlights how online movements eventually 

hybridize by moving onto other media. In general, online activism is often accompanied 
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by offline activity. In addition, the internet allows already politically-minded individuals 

to more easily access their representatives (Kim, 2015). 

However, online activism is often referred to as ‘slacktivism’, which can be 

defined as a “low-risk, low-cost activity via social media, whose purpose is to raise 

awareness, produce change, or grant satisfaction to the person engaged in the activity 

(Rotman et al., 2011, p. 821). It refers to the notion that creating awareness is equivalent 

to creating change (Morovoz, 2009), when it is, in fact, rarely-if-ever enough to create 

real structural change. However, the #Occupy movement shows how online awareness 

can actualize in offline protest (Gleason, 2013).  

#BlackLivesMatter is a major social movement in the United States and beyond, 

and has become the focus of many studies. ‘Black Twitter’ – the use of Twitter to express 

the Black experience – as a phenom in general shows how social media allows minorities 

to carve spaces for themselves (Jackson & Foucault Welles, 2016; Taylor, 2016). Studies 

of this movement show the potential for social media to move from online awareness 

campaigns to offline demonstrations. In their study of the campaign after the killing of 

Mike Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, Bonilla and Rosa (2015) find that Twitter can 

function as a highly visible discursive space. In addition, they note that online activism is 

aggregative, as each new campaign builds on the momentum of those that came before, 

sharing knowledge and connecting experiences.  
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CHAPTER 3:  

METHODOLOGY 

This dissertation looks at the Black Pete debate through four entry points. 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 each explore the research questions through different agents, while 

Chapter 4 focuses on Question 2 to explicate Black Pete’s image and the history of Black 

people in the Netherlands through Dutch colonialism. To investigate these entry points I 

utilized three related methods. The combination of semiotic analysis, critical discourse 

analysis, and online ethnography allows for a comprehensive exploration of the Black 

Pete discussion. While any of these methods individually could lead to interesting 

discussions of one particular element of the controversy, together they provide a 

multifaceted understanding of this situation. The semiotic analysis provides an in-depth 

exploration of the Dutch context and how it has affected collective understandings of 

national iconography. The critical discourse analysis delves into the hegemonic 

recognition and utility of this figure. The online ethnography, meanwhile, considers the 

vernacular interpretations of Pete, and the role of social media in mediating the 

vernacular and the official. Together these analyses provide insight into the friction 

between national and ethnic identities in a postcolonial Netherlands, and the differences 

and connection between agents in the negotiation of national iconography. In addition, 

the methods used create three different perspectives about the public discourses 

surrounding Black Pete and the politics of collective memory and national identity. The 

following is an overview of the research design. 
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Semiotic Analysis 

In the first analytical chapter (Chapter 4), I look at the journey of resignification 

Pete goes through from his earliest to his most modern forms. To do this I analyze a 

series of images, primarily photographs, that depict Black Pete (and often Saint 

Nicholas). There are two views of photographs as a semiotic resource. To Barthes (1977), 

photographs, due to their iconicity, bring about the same meanings as the real scenes they 

depict. Another view on analyzing photographs is to look at their visual grammar, such as 

how each element is positioned in relation to the others (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996). In 

this analysis I will take Barthes’ view, and focus on the signification of the images based 

on my knowledge of what they depict and how they articulate Black Pete in their time-

specific contexts. Each image is described for both is denotation, namely the elements of 

the image described at their most base, aesthetic level, and then for its connotation, the 

significance with which those aesthetics are endowed (R. Barthes, 1967), through which, 

in this case, we can come to better understand colonial history and the presence of Black 

people in the Netherlands. 

The chapter is divided into specific periods. Each period is then divided into a 

historical overview of the state of colonialism and Black presence in the Netherlands, a 

denotative description of the semiotic sample, and a connotative analysis of what was 

observed. The periods were chosen primarily based on historical events and relevance: 

• 1850-1909 
• 1910-1939 
• 1940-1969 
• 1970-2009 
• 2010-2019 

 



 66 

The first period, 1850-1910, was chosen because of the availability of photographs. There 

were some photographs available for these periods, but not very many, and there was 

little cohesion between them. The second period, 1910-1939, encompasses WWI and the 

period directly preceding WWII. The situation in the Netherlands, as well as the scale to 

which Sinterklaas was celebrated changed in the 40s. The third period, 1940-1969, is 

defined by WWII at its start and the loss of empire by its end. The fourth period, 1970-

2009, is the modern era of the Black presence in the Netherlands. Little changed in terms 

of the visual representation of Pete in this time, but the population changed, and by the 

end of this period Pete would be in transition. The final period is the current era, and 

starts with the still-roaring societal debate in which Black Pete is a central figure. On 

occasion I discuss a picture taken in one time period in an adjacent era. These 

photographs came from transitional years, bookending the eras as I have delineated them. 

Sometimes these pictures were more reflective of the other photos in the preceding era. 

Black Pete is represented in many forms of media. He appears in written form in 

Sinterklaas stories and songs (such as the song opening this chapter). Visually, he exists 

in drawings, animation, advertisements, coloring books, films, television shows and 

much more. As the crux of the racism accusations lies in the act of blackface, I focus on 

live performance, rather than artistic renderings. I have chosen photographs as the 

primary semiotic resource for this analysis. The photographs come from a number of 

sources, primarily Beeldbank het Geheugen  (“Imagebank the Memory”) and the National 

Archive. I describe between four and five photographs for each time period. These 23 

images form an illustrative sample of what was observed from a larger collection of 

approximately 100 images, which were, in turn, selected from the large number available 
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in the archives. Some periods, however, had more available images than others. For the 

first time period of the analysis I looked at drawings of the earliest iterations of Pete, as 

photographs were either not available or not the most commonly recognized as 

representative of how Pete was imagined in this time.  

In addition, as supplement to the images, I watched newsreels and television 

broadcasts of arrival processions from each decade to get a better feel of the events and 

Pete’s role in them. In order to get a better grasp on the collective memory and 

metanarratives of Black Pete, I also include quotes and information from select 

newspaper articles, which rounded out my understanding of Pete in these time periods. 

What is included is a very small sample of what was read over the course of writing this 

chapter, but these articles, especially from the earlier half of the 20th century, heavily 

informed my conclusions. Articles were primarily sourced from the Delpher archive, 

which has searchable copies of national and regional newspapers from the 15th to late 

20th centuries. 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

I conducted a critical discourse analysis of two sources: 1. government 

communication in the form of meeting transcripts, letters, and other public records, and 2. 

an analysis of Sinterklaasjournaal, a public television mock newscast that covers 

Sinterklaas.  These are presented in Chapters 5 and 6, respectively.  

Discourse analysis looks at the social contexts of groups of texts. It can be defined 

as “the analysis of language as it is used to enact activities, perspectives, and identities” 

(Gee, 1999, p. 4). Critical discourse analysis looks primarily at “the way social power 

abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted by text and talk in 
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the social and political context” (Van Dijk, 2001, p. 352). Critical discourse analysts 

should, according to Van Dijk (1993, p. 252), take an explicit socio-political stance, one 

that is critical of the dominant hegemonic culture. More mildly, a critical approach means 

the researcher is more aware of the ways in which certain aspects of reality are obscured 

be the way language seems “natural”, and is alert to the face that discourses are exercises 

in power relations (Fairclough, 1995, p. 54). In order to have the contextual 

understanding needed to deconstruct these power relations, critical discourse analysts 

must not only look at the texts as the site of inquiry, but at the societal structures, 

histories, and processes that create meanings (Fairclough & Kress, 1993 as cited in 

Wodak, 2001, p. 3), a semi-semiotic approach. 

In terms of the textual analysis performed for this dissertation, the first point of 

entry was through government communication that has been made available to the public 

(presented in Chapter 5). The available communications between cabinet members can be 

sorted into distinct categories: transcripts, letters, responses to questions (Q&A), and 

cabinet reactions. Other materials, such as reports, addendums, attachments, and 

decisions are also made available. The majority of the materials analyzed in Chapter 5 are 

Q&As or transcripts of plenary meetings and debates, as they make up the bulk of the 

relevant official documents. Q&As are typically produced by a representative of a 

ministry in response to written questions from an individual member of parliament. These 

documents, also known as “kamervragen” (“chamber questions”), are one of the most 

common methods used to keep ministers accountable. Submitted questions are required 

to be answered within three weeks, although delays are acceptable when announced in 

writing.  
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Between January 2011 and September 2019, 20 Q&As were produced that made 

reference to Black Pete. What is particularly interesting about these documents is that, 

unlike declarations, decisions, or letters, the Q&A presents the direct interaction between 

members of the governing bodies of the Netherlands. These documents show the process, 

including rebuttals and justifications, that precedes ultimate decisions and policies. When 

it comes to teasing out the discourse on the Black Pete issue within the government itself, 

insight into this process is invaluable.  

In the same time period, 89 parliamentary meetings were held where Black Pete 

was a matter of discussion. The transcripts of these meetings are especially revealing, as 

they consist of in the moment reactions and decisions. Although some of what is 

presented is prepared in advance, many of the statements that will be used in this analysis 

contain heated, impromptu discussions. Both transcripts and video recordings of these 

parliamentary meetings are available to the public. They are available as live streams on 

the website for the house of representatives, as well as a dedicated app, and older debates 

can be viewed there as well1. The letters and Q&As analyzed are often created as a direct 

result of requests or comments made during the meetings. 

The second site of textual analysis was Sinterklaasjournaal, a mock newscast for 

children that airs yearly on the Dutch public broadcasting system, which is presented in 

Chapter 6. The analysis was performed in order to determine the physical and behavioral 

characteristics of Pete that are presented as official. The Sinterklaasjournaal website has 

                                                

1 https://www.tweedekamer.nl/debat_en_vergadering/livedebatten 
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all episodes between 2012 and 2019 available to stream. This is a total of 216 episodes. 

There are four types of episodes: regular, weekly review, marathon, and yearly review. 

Of these episodes I narrowed down my selection in three steps. Initially, I made sure to 

include only one episode for each day. If there were more than one listed for a day 

(because it had been posted late, for example) and one was a marathon or weekly review, 

I chose the regular episode. If both were regular, the first posted episode was chosen. 

Then, I selected the first and last episode of each season, in addition to the episode of the 

day of the national arrival of Saint Nicholas and the Petes. Lastly, I chose an additional 

three episodes per season from the remaining list. This made for a total of 48 episodes. In 

these episodes I focused on the segments with a Pete or Petes in them. It should be noted 

that the final episode of each season is a yearly review which summarizes the entirety of 

that season’s main storylines, thus giving a good impression of the other episodes. This 

episode is on average 45 minutes long, comparatively the regular episodes were between 

10 and 15 minutes. 

The coverage of the Sinterklaasjournaal in adult news was also approached 

through discourse analysis, connecting the textual findings from the textual analysis to its 

larger context through this second media filter. The articles used in the discourse analysis 

were found through a Lexis Nexis search of the combined terms “Zwarte Piet” and 

“Sinterklaasjournaal”, which resulted in a total of 2980 articles. After sorting for 

relevance and filtered per year, the first five pages of results for each year from 2012 to 

2019 were included in analysis. These articles included both national and regional outlets. 

Online Ethnography 
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The final entry point was pursued through a form of online ethnography, which is 

presented in Chapter 7. Media research with an ethnographic orientation examines a 

variety of subject such as media production and audience engagement. Online 

ethnography is a growing subset of media ethnography. Though the first online 

ethnography was arguably Rheingold’s The Virtual Community (1993), it was not 

formally identified itself as such (Gatson, 2012, p. 247). Gatson (2012, p. 248) points out 

the way studies of online communities, at times, use arguably ethnographic methods 

without acknowledgment. Though early researchers of computer mediated 

communication viewed it primarily as a tool, cultural researchers have come to see it as a 

site of investigation (Williams, 2007, p. 7). In recent years the interest in online 

ethnography has grown. Here I will call it online ethnography, but others might call it 

virtual ethnography (Hine, 2000), netnography (Kozinets, 2015), or any number of 

similar titles. What they have in common is that they all utilize online data. To Boellstorf 

(2012) online ethnography is about uncovering the relationship between the virtual and 

the real. Any study calling itself an online ethnography must, then, concern itself between 

the cultural flow that goes between what happens online and what happens offline. A 

case study like this one fits well within these parameters, as I am looking at the online 

actions of a movement attempting to make real, offline, cultural change. 

Setting 

The ethnographic field is complicated by the seeming boundlessness of online 

spaces. However, Turner (1989) posits that the ethnographic field is really only brought 

into existence because the ethnographer decided it was there. Turner’s field is not static 

or obvious, but the result of “disciplinary technologies” (p. 13) – the ethnographer’s 
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authority and disciplinary convention. Online ethnographies have to despatialize the 

notion of community and focus on the cultural processes rather than where they take 

place. Malinowski urged the ethnographer to go to a faraway place, but the online 

ethnographer sits in their own home and travels “by looking, by reading, by imaging and 

imagining” (Burnett, 1996, p. 68, qtd in Hine, 2000, p. 45). This gives the impression that 

online ethnography is little more than textual analysis. However, we must consider that 

words on the internet are not just words, and should “be thought of as a temporally 

shifted and packaged form of interaction” (Hine, 2000, p. 50). 

Facebook’s networking capabilities allow individuals to find each other in a 

number of ways. Beyond direct ‘friendship’ connections, one may ‘like’ a page or join a 

group. Pages and groups are essentially gathering spots for people who have an interest in 

a topic or a person. What differentiates a page from a group is exclusivity.  

Pages are run by one or more person with administrative and posting privileges, 

who also moderate comments. You can ‘like’ a group to show support and interest, which 

will make posts from the page appear in your Facebook timeline. It is also possible to 

‘follow’ a page, in which case you can keep informed of their posts without showing 

outright support. Liked pages are visible on your profile, but followed pages are not. 

Groups allow membership. Some groups have open membership, other will require 

consent from the group administrators. Members of groups can interact with posts and 

usually make their own posts on the group page. Some groups are private, in which case 

outsiders cannot see the content, other groups will have some or all of their posts 

available for outsiders to see, but not comment on. 
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In this chapter I include only public Facebook pages, not groups. This is for a few 

reasons. Primarily, I wanted to keep the research sites of the same types. There are no 

public or private anti-Pete groups, although there are a number of active ones for the pro-

Pete side. Anti-Pete activities on Facebook are concentrated in the official pages of 

Zwarte Piet is Racisme and Zwarte Piet Niet, as well as, later on Nederland Wordt Beter2. 

As the pro-Pete side also has large, active pages, primarily Actiegroep Pro Zwarte Piet, I 

chose to focus on these sites. 

My other primary site of inquiry is Twitter. Twitter allows users to post messages 

of 280 characters (as of 2019/20, previously this was 140), including links, images, and 

video. Hashtags are in heavy use on Twitter, allowing users to indicate their posts belong 

to a certain topic. A hashtag, when used in large numbers, can become “trending” and 

draw attention to a cause. Black Liver Matter, for example, as a movement, grew from 

#BlackLivesMatter, and is still in use today. They are useful identifiers to find and filter 

Twitter posts and conversations. Facebook uses them as well, but they are a much more 

integral part of Twitter practices. In my initial search and observation on Twitter, I 

focused on the hashtags #zwartepietniet, #zwartepietracisme, #zwartepietblijftzwart, and 

#zwartepietendiscussie. Later on I took note of other hashtags that were becoming a 

bigger part of the conversation and followed those too, #KOZP in particular. 

                                                

2 Most of the content on the Zwarte Piet is Racisme and Nederland Wordt Beter pages are identical (as they 

are part of the same organization). I only tangentially touch on specific NWB content, as the ZPiR page 

predates it by several years. 
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In terms of identifying and entering the field, I knew my research would be taking 

place in public forums with no barrier for entry other than internet access. Although there 

were offline events, I was not physically able to take part3. I entered my field by 

identifying pages with appropriate activity, relevance, and reach, but did not identify 

myself once I began taking notes. Lurking as a form of ethnographic observation has its 

detractors, especially on the basis of privacy (Bruckman, 2002; Schrum, 1995; Sharf, 

1999). However, it has been said that knowing one is being observed changes behavior, 

and a mostly observant ethnographic approach allows for the researcher to be unobtrusive 

(Baym, 2000; Schaap, 2002), especially since lurking is actually a common practice in 

online communities (Sun et al., 2014). I chose this route for two reasons. Firstly, because 

the number of participants in the community was, especially in the case of Twitter, too 

large to make sure all were aware of my presence, and so decentralized that anonymity 

was easy and expected. I use no real names or Twitter handles in this chapter. Secondly, 

my own identity as a woman of color might have eased the way for me in the anti-Pete 

camp, but would likely have been met with skepticism and hostility on the other side, 

which would have hindered and colored both the fieldwork and the analysis (Garcia et al., 

2009). I did not wish to be open in one group but not in the other. 

                                                

3 For full disclosure: after the completion of fieldwork and data gathering, but before the completion of the 

dissertation, I did attend a Black Lives Matter protest in Rotterdam in June 2020, which was co-organized 

by KOZP. This is the first (and thus far only) such gathering I have attended. 
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Data Collection 

According to Skågeby (2011), the three most common methods of data collection 

in online ethnography are document collection, online observation, and online interviews 

(p. 414). This study utilizes only the document collection and online observation. 

Document collection usually involves going into archives. In this case I collected tweets 

with the aforementioned hashtags from 2011 to 2017. I did the same with posts from my 

three target Facebook pages in the same years (for each active year). In terms on online 

observation, I observed the posting, sharing, and commenting behaviors on Twitter and 

Facebook in November and December of both 2018 and 2019, during which time I took 

field notes.  

Most of my materials are texts, especially in the document collection phase. Texts 

should be seen as ethnographic material, telling us about the reality of the author 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995) and being understood in a larger cultural context. 

Thompson (1995) refers to this as, “mediated quasi-interaction” (p. 84). Online 

ethnography in particular, highlights this aspect of the interpretive work that epitomizes 

ethnography. Thus, part of the online ethnography, especially its initial stages, uses 

textual analysis of posts and interactions pre-dating the observation to better understand 

the conventions and history of the communities observed. However, taking notes on 

engagement proved just as fruitful. As most of my material is from the document 

collection phase, I do consider my synchronous observations to be largely supplemental, 

though invaluable in understanding real time dissemination and engagement. The 

observation was largely used to confirm insights on the practices of the communities as 
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they were gleaned from the archival data. In this my role was largely as an observer, and 

not as a participant. 
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CHAPTER 4:  

MEMORY AND COLONIALISM IN THE RESIGNIFICATIONS  

OF BLACK PETE 

Like any sign, Black Pete is made up of a sensory element, the signifier, and an 

interpretive element, the signified. As a sign we can look at him both in terms of his 

name “Black Pete” and his visual representation. In this chapter I focus on how Pete’s 

visual representation functions as a signifier. Pete’s iconography has changed over time, 

and this history is relevant to the current bid at more radical change. Black Pete’s name, 

though directly related to his image, is peripheral to the debate at large (i.e. blackface is 

problematic regardless of the terminology). What the image of Black Pete signifies also 

changes over time, as meaning is not static. Thus, it is important to understand the 

historical context in which each version of him existed. Of particular importance is the 

history of the African diaspora in the Dutch territories.   

I previously discussed Reed’s (2015) understanding of resignification through 

synecdoche and metanarrative. Although synecdoche does come into the equation here, 

what I am really exploring in this chapter is the metanarrative. Another term for 

resignification is resemiotisation (Iedema, 2001, 2003). Resemiotisation is foremost an 

analytical tool. As Iedema explains, it is about “historicizing meaning” (2003, p. 40), and 

can be used to trace those meanings through socio-semiotic histories (Iedema, 2003, p. 

48), which maps to metanarratives. 

One theoretical frame I use to connect the trajectory of the metanarratives to the 

present conversation is that of social or collective memory. The Sinterklaas festival, and 

thus Black Pete, is a shared experience between people who might otherwise have no 
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connection. It is an enduring, intergenerational experience, even if its specifics might 

have changed with those generations. Social memory theories would posit that in the 

process of forming this collective memory mnemonic choices were made (consciously or 

not), about that aspects of the history of Sinterklaas would be remembered and which 

would be forgotten (Connerton, 1989; Halbwachs, 1992; Schwartz, 1991). The meaning 

each generation attaches to the image of Black Pete stems from these choices.   

This chapter addresses the second research question: How is the colonial past 

represented and utilized in the discourses of resignification surrounding Black Pete? An 

understanding of both the Dutch colonial past and the processes of resignification that 

have always followed Pete is needed to know how these things are used in the discourses 

analyzed in Chapters 5 though 7. An understanding of both the Dutch colonial past and 

the processes of resignification that have always followed Pete is needed to know how 

these things are used in the discourses analyzed in Chapters 5 though 7. To pursue the 

second research question, this chapter discusses how far back we can trace Black Pete, in 

what ways Black Pete changed over time, and if he reflects the colonial past of the 

Netherlands. 

My analysis shows that the separation between the collective memory of slavery 

and the collective memory of Black Pete is a relatively new invention. Black Pete was 

brought into an already existing Sinterklaas tradition when slavery was still legal, and 

was associated with Black people until this began losing its social acceptability. After the 

nationalization of the holiday the Pete costume became increasingly standardized. 

However the shade of Pete’s skin would fluctuate at times between pitch black and brown 

as the chimney soot story became more or less needed to justify his inclusion. Pete’s 
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appearance has never been stable and often draws on national norms and tastes, 

especially as counternarratives joined the established story. Attempts at resignification 

have happened before with limited success, but this is the first time both the color of 

Pete’s face, as the signifier, and the original historical context of that skin, as the 

signified, are being addressed simultaneously. This creates a new, unique opportunity for 

radical resignification.  

1850-1910 

Dutch colonial activity was largely established in the late 1500s when seven 

territories of the Holy Roman Empire joined together to form the Republic of the Seven 

United Netherlands (also the United Provinces of the Netherlands or, commonly, the 

Dutch Republic). The Dutch East India Company (in Dutch: Verenigde Oostindische 

Compagnie, or VOC) was established in 1602 (Bosma, 2012, p. 25). The Dutch West 

India company (in Dutch: Geoctrooieerde Westindische Compagnie, or GWC) was 

officially established in 1621, although it had been operating in different forms for many 

years prior when the Dutch Republic and Spain were at war (Boxer, 1973, p. 27). While 

the VOC operated largely in East Asia, with Indonesia (the Dutch East Indies for many 

years) in particular, the GWC made way for the Americas, where it had limited success in 

holding on to its territories. Some colonies in South America and the Caribbean, 

however, remained under Dutch control well into the 20th century (if not to this day). This 

period is heralded as the Dutch Golden Age, although the prosperity and notoriety these 

imperial pursuits propelled would have significantly faded by the end of the 17th century, 

after war with other European powers (mainly the French). The dubious morality of this 

period and what it wrought is the connective thread of this dissertation. 
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For three centuries, the Dutch were active and eager participants in the 

Transatlantic slave trade. Enslaved Africans produced everything from coffee to sugar 

cane to cotton on plantations in Surinam and the Dutch Antilles, while being treated as 

subhuman objects (Emmer, 1972; J. Postma, 1972). Both the VOC and the GWC had a 

heavy hand in the slave trade (Van Welie, 2008). It should be noted the Dutch were 

involved in the slave trade even before the establishment of the VOC (Oostindie & 

Maduro, 1986, p. 13). 

A colony of major concern for this research is Surinam, which was originally a 

British settlement until it was taken over by the Dutch in 1667 (van Galen & Hassankhan, 

2018). Also important here are the Dutch Antilles (Aruba, Curacao, Bonaire, Sint 

Maarten, Sint Eustatius, and Saba). Together these territories were often referred to as the 

West Indies. Over the duration of the Transatlantic slave trade, approximately 213,000 

people were brought to Surinam. By the 1830s, about 46,000 of their descendants still 

lived their lives there in slavery. Some 5100 freed slaves and their descendants resided 

among them as well (Neslo, 2016; Van Stipriaan, 1993). 

Slavery was abolished in the Dutch territories on July 1st, 1863 (Nimako et al., 

2014). Although this would not be part of the narrative after this fact for the Dutch, they 

were very late in this decision, and only did so after much pressure from the British (Van 

Stipriaan, 2005, p. 76). There were few opposed to the practice of slavery in the 

Netherlands itself (Drescher, 1994). In fact, the Transatlantic slave trade itself was 

abolished after a British takeover of Surinam in 1804, as the British soon enacted the 

Abolition of the Slave Trade Act 1807. In the treaty ensuring its return, signed in 1818, 
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the Dutch abolished it also. Illegal slave trade, however, still flourished in the colonies, 

including through intermediary work for the Spanish slave trade (Postma, 1972). 

Even during and after the long process of abolition, control over the formerly 

enslaved people was a subject of discussion. This was, in large part, framed as protecting 

them from themselves. The speaker of parliament at the time, de Raadt, questioned the 

capability of the enslaved to adjust to freedom: 

It may be necessary to declare that this is applicable to the entire generation that is 
currently undergoing emancipation. Giving complete freedom without any 
restriction to people who will now act as children in society and who view 
inactivity as the primary right of freedom, who can obtain everything that they 
need in an exceptionally mild climate, with few needs, without performing any 
work worthy of note—I wonder, where would that lead to? (Willemsen 2006, as 
cited in Nimako et al., 2014, p. 41) 
 

Indeed, the general consensus was that the enslaved were like children, who would not 

work or be productive without ‘incentive’ (that those on the receiving end of that 

incentive would likely label it differently would, of course, play no role in their decision-

making). Abolition, it seemed, was one thing, emancipation another matter entirely. 

As a result, the official date of abolition and the realization of emancipation were 

10 years apart. During those 10 years, many ‘former’ slaves were ‘apprenticed’, to learn 

the responsibility and civility the Dutch believed they lacked (Drescher, 1994; Nimako & 

Willemsen, 2011; Oostindie, 2005). Meanwhile, slave owners were owed ‘compensation’ 

for the loss of their property and free labor (Nimako et al., 2014, pp. 42–43). Slaveowners 

received 300 guilders for each slave and 30 for those already promised freedom through 

manumission (Nimako et al., 2014, p. 43). It should also be noted that after the abolition, 

the Dutch continued their tradition of colonial servitude through the movement of 

indentured servants from (then British) India, China, and Indonesia. 
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By the mid-1850s to early 1900s, the period this section covers, the Netherlands 

was still holding on to many of its territories. Although a series of international conflicts 

(including the Napoleonic wars) caused some territories to change hands on a number of 

occasions, the end of the VOC would result in the nationalizing of its territories as the 

Dutch East Indies, which would later become Indonesia (Ricklefs, 1993). The Dutch 

Gold Coast (Guinea) was ceded to the British in 1871 after it became too costly for the 

Dutch. 

The presence of Black people in the Netherlands prior to and during this time 

period is difficult to discern. However, hundreds of slaves and some free Blacks did go to 

and from the Netherlands to Surinam during the 18th century (Oostindie & Maduro, 1986, 

p. 7). Of those who stayed, their activities are largely unknown, though they often 

traveled with a white master (Oostindie & Maduro, 1986, p. 8). There were people of 

African descent (their enslaved status can at times be disputed) working as servants in 

elite Dutch households, for whom they were a kind of trendy status symbol. There are a 

number of paintings from the colonial period depicting Africans working in Dutch 

households (Oostindie & Maduro, 1986, p. 12). Additionally, as slaves were seen as 

property, losing this capital at sea was a concern and therefore often discouraged 

(Oostindie & Maduro, 1986, p. 14). 

Denotative Description 

Drawn depictions of Black Pete in the 19th and early 20th centuries are notably 

largely absent of caricature. He is generally depicted as short of stature, and thus perhaps 

young. He engages in tasks to help Saint Nicholas perform his saintly duties. The 

following is a denotative description of four illustrative drawings of Pete and St. 
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Nicholas. Although this section describes the pictures in their entirety, the following, 

connotative, section will focus on Pete. 

In Figure 1, originally from 1850, we see St. Nicholas at his desk in a big, green 

chair, writing in his big book. In this book he writes whether children have been naughty 

or nice. He is in red and gold bishop’s costume. He is a white man with a white beard. 

Surrounding him is a variety of toys and instruments. There are also a rifle and a bow. 

Pete stands at the desk. His skin is very dark brown, almost black. His features are hard to 

make out, as they have the same dark coloring. His hair is short. He wears white 

billowing pants, a white, short-sleeved shirt with red accents, white socks, and red shoes. 

He wears no hat. 

 

Figure 1: 1850 illustration (Schenkman, 1850) 
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Figure 2 is also from 1850. St. Nicholas is on a brown horse. He is dressed in his 

bishop’s garb. Again, he is white with a white beard. His face is stern-looking, with a 

downturned mouth. Pete is at his side on foot. As in the last picture, his skin is very dark 

and his hair short. He is once again wearing white pants, a white-and-red shirt, white 

socks and red shoes. Here we can see the shirt is more of a jacket, covering another 

white-and-red shirt, with a buttoned front. Pete’s hands are in the air, unlike St. Nicholas 

he does not seem displeased. They are surrounded by people watching them from the 

street and from windows. A person in a blue coat and yellow pants points at something 

near them. A green garland and a Dutch flag hang on the building in the background. 

 

Figure 2: Another 1850 illustration (Schenkman, 1907) 
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Figure 3 brings us into the 20th century. It is reminiscent of Figure 1. St. Nicholas 

sits at a table covered by a green tablecloth. He is wearing his bishop’s clothing, but his 

miter is off to the side. He is surrounded by toys, including a rocking horse, a figurine of 

a soldier on a horse, and figures of a man and woman. There are books in the 

background, but in front of him is his big book of names. Pete is standing at the desk. His 

skin is almost black, his lips are bright red. He wears a red and yellow doublet with puff 

sleeves and a white ruffled collar. His trunk hose are short, puffy, and striped in red and 

yellow. His leggings are white and his shoes red. On his head he wears a red and yellow 

striped rimless hat with a white feather. He is placing what appears to be a figurine of a 

white cat on the table. 

 

 

Figure 3: 1905 illustration (Schenkman, 1905)4 

 

                                                

4 Schenkman died in 1863. Figures 1 and 2 were his illustrations, Figures 3 and 4 were created by others 

and printed in later editions of works of poetry. 
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Figure 4 is a 1907 illustration. This is the first time we are seeing more than one 

Pete. St. Nicholas sits at a desk. He is wearing a bishop’s outfit, but with a smaller cap 

rather than a tall miter. He is writing. Around him are five helpers (Petes). They are doing 

various things in the room. Three Petes in the back of the room appear to be writing or 

working on something. Near them is a bookcase and behind them large stained-glass 

windows. One Pete is on a ladder at a hutch, either placing or retrieving a blue box. A 

rocking horse and two balls sit at the bottom of the ladder. The final Pete is carrying a 

large book with “grootboek” (meaning “bigbook”) written on the cover. All Petes have 

dark brown skin and short, black hair. All are wearing shirts with big, white ruffled 

collars. They wear ankle-length pants in different striped patterns and long-sleeved shirts 

covered with doublets. The Pete with the book is wearing shades of green. The one on the 

ladder wears green and yellow. The three in the back all wear yellow and red striped 

shirts and dark doublets. They all wear brown sandals. 
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Figure 4: 1907 illustration (Schenkman, 1907) 

 

Connotative Analysis 

Pete in this era is very dark-skinned. Black is, indeed, an apt description. It would 

be odd for him to be lighter, and so the real question is to what extent is this Blackness 

meaningful to the Dutch people? Figures 1 and 2 were printed before the abolition of 

slavery in the Dutch territories, but figures 3 and 4 were printed over 40 years after the 

official abolition and over 30 after the end of the ‘apprenticeships’. Although Pete is not 

identified in these pictures as a slave, but rather a helper (“knecht”), it is still likely 

audiences would have identified him as a slave in the 19th century images (Brienen, 2014, 

p. 182). The images from the 1850s also show Pete in short sleeves, which allows us to 

see his arms, which are also Black. This version of Pete is undeniably an African person. 

These earliest images are by Henk Schenkman, who is credited with creating many 
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current Sinterklaas traditions, including the steamboat and some common songs (Brienen, 

2014, p. 182). He is also credited with introducing the Saint’s helper as a young Black 

man, which sets the Dutch and Belgian Sinterklaas traditions apart from other similar 

traditions in the area, where the helper is more demonic or simply soot-stained (Brienen, 

2014, p. 182). The reason why the 1850s are generally the farthest back research into the 

semiotics of Black Pete goes is because he is largely of Schenkman’s invention. Although 

the Sinterklaas tradition existed in (mainly Catholic) households prior, Black Pete as an 

African servant did not become a staple in the public memory until this time.  

We see a noticeable shift in features between 1850 and the early 1900s. Where 

Schenkman’s helper has plain features, in figures 3 and 4 we begin to see the 

exaggerations that are common in the present day. The Pete of the 19th century is very 

dark, darker than in the later pictures. He is so dark his features almost melt into his face. 

In figure 2 his eyes are open, barely there, white dots against his dark face. His hair is 

black and his skin so dark you can almost not see the hairline. His nose and mouth are 

subtle, and his hair relatively short. In the later pictures, he is still very dark, and his hair 

still short and black, but his lips are impossible to ignore. This Pete’s lips are bright red 

and prominent. Of course, Black people’s are lips not naturally this red. Brienen (2014) 

connects this to the hardening of racial hierarchies, which believed Black people to be 

bestial and crude, in direct contrast to the civilized European (p. 185). Blackface was also 

prominent during this time, and performers often used big exaggerated red lips to 

highlight the ridiculousness of the Black person they were parodying. This popular 

portrayal of Africans transferring over to another popular portrayal of Africans is not 



 89 

farfetched. This turn from a more naturalistic portrayal to exaggerated, artificial features 

of “Blackness” is the first step to the modern Black Pete. 

The 1850s depictions of Pete portray him in the kinds of clothes one might expect 

for warm weather. The clothes are loose-fitting and simple. This is not at all like the 

versions of Pete seen in later eras. This type of dress is closer to what a West-Indian or 

Turkish slave might wear (Brienen, 2014, p. 182). The later illustrations show clothes 

closer to the type we will see later. The 1905 picture, especially, features the kind of 

courtly dress that is later common. These garments – the puffed sleeves, the feathered 

cap, the trunk hose – were no longer the norm in elite homes and royal halls by the early 

1900s. Being more reminiscent of a renaissance or Tudor style, these outfits are inspired 

by the portrayals of Black servants in classic European paintings (Boer-Dirks, 1993, pp. 

11–12; Booy, 2003, pp. 30–32). These historical periods overlap with each other, but 

more importantly, with the Dutch Golden Age. As such, the anachronistic nature of the 

outfit, so out of place in 1900s Holland, conjures up the memory of bygone time when 

the Dutch were prosperous and powerful.  

1910-1939 

The Dutch were neutral during the first World War. However, the situation in 

Europe did mean communication and trade between the colonies and the Netherlands was 

severely impacted (this lack of contact led to the creation of the Dutch colonial radio-

service after the war [Kuitenbrouwer, 2015, p. 28]). Despite the neutrality, the naval 

interference from the warring nations cut supply lines and significantly worsened the 

living conditions in both the colonies and the Netherlands. Especially in the East Indies 

fear of rebellion was present. 
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The period between the start of WWI and the start of WWII was relatively 

unremarkable for the colonies in the West Indies. Some Black people from Surinam did 

come to study in the Netherlands during this time, but travel to and from the colonies was 

still not common, nor was migration. Immigration from the Antilles was even less 

common (Oostindie & Maduro, 1986). Little is explicitly known about Dutch attitudes 

towards their classmates of color. 

Denotative Description 

Figure 5 is our first official photograph. Although this era technically begins in 

1910, this picture is actually from 1909. The picture is in black and white. In the center of 

the picture is a person dressed as St. Nicholas. He wears a long dark robe, mirroring a 

bishop’s attire. He wears a white stole with a cross on it and white gloves. His miter is the 

same dark hue as the robe and is adorned with a small cross. In his hand is a wooden 

crosier, a staff with a curled top. His beard is white or gray and a bit shaggy. The gender 

of the person portraying the bishop is undeterminable, but they are white. Next to him is a 

child, coming to about his shoulder, dressed as Black Pete. It is difficult to make out this 

Pete’s clothes as they are very dark, if not black, and the black and white picture’s quality 

is low. However, we can see puffy sleeves and a black hat with a white feather. The 

child’s face is completely painted with a black or dark (presumably) brown color. Also in 

the room are two large groups of schoolchildren (on either side of the central figures), 

flanked by their female teachers. The children are all slightly shorter than the Pete. There 

are garlands hanging from the ceiling, but the room is otherwise simple and unadorned. 
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Figure 5: 1909 photograph (Sint Nicolaas Op Bezoek, 1909) 

 

Figure 6 is a black and white photograph from 1911. St. Nicholas is in bishop’s 

clothing. This time his miter is white, with a colored trim. His beard is less unkempt. His 

crosier is either not made of wood or painted a light color, possibly gold. Pete stands 

behind him with a jute bag full of presents. This Pete is taller than the Saint. He wears a 

white and dark striped courtly costume. The pants and short-sleeved shirt are striped, but 

the hose are black and a longer sleeved shirt made from a plain fabric is under the striped 

shirt. He wears somewhat shiny, short cape and has a white ruffled collar. His hat is 

striped and voluminous with a large white feather. He has a studded belt. The man 

portraying Pete is painted very dark, but we cannot see his hair (although it appears to be 

black). Either his hands were painted as well or he is wearing black gloves. St. and Pete 

are standing in a hall or parlor. There are paintings and a piano in the background. With 

them are four young women in white blouses and long skirts, they have bows in their 

hair. They are standing in a row, peeking over each other’s shoulders, and the one at the 
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front is holding a baby in a white outfit. It looks like St. Nicholas is reaching out to hold 

the baby.  

 

 

Figure 6: 1911 photograph (Naar Aanleiding, 1911) 

 

Fig 7 is a black and white picture form 1913. The person dressed as St. Nicholas 

wears the bishop’s white underrobe and dark robe with embroidery. He also wears a stole 

and miter the color of the robe with a colored borders and a cross on both. He holds a 

crosier made from or painted a light color (possibly gold). His hair and beard are fake, 

long and white. He is flanked on either side by tall men dressed as Petes. Their attire 

matches. They wear dark pants. It is difficult to tell if the pants are long or if they are 

shorter with black tights underneath. They have on shirts or waistcoats with buttoned 

fronts and short, light colored coats with various adornments. Both are carrying jute bags 

and birch rods (“roe” in Dutch). Their faces are painted dark, their dark curly hair is 

largely hidden under dark brimless hats. They are posing in front of a building, the Pete 
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on the right has his leg propped on a metal fence. It is noticeable how differently these 

Petes look from the previous pictures, and for context I will add that all three figures in 

this picture were identified as students in Utrecht. 

 

Figure 7: 1913 photograph (Sint Nicolaas-Optocht Door, 1913) 

 

Figure 8 is from 1920. In this black and white picture St. Nicholas sits at a table 

with a white tablecloth. He is wearing his bishop’s robes, white and red with trim, as we 

have come to expect. His miter is red and we can see the gold of the trim shine in the 

picture. He holds his crosier. You can tell the beard is fake as the strap is visible from this 

side view. Pete is standing next to him. We cannot see his bottom half, but we can see he 

is wearing a light colored shirt with billowing sleeves. He has two white ruffled collars. 

His hat is dark with a white feather and he wears black gloves. His face is painted black, 

but his very light eyes stand out starkly as he stares directly into camera. Also at the table 

sit six children, happy to see the Sint. Pete is handing the girl in the front a present. Next 

to Pete are four women and a man standing a looking at the spectacle. An older woman 
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sits at the head of the table, another person is mostly out of frame. On the table lay a 

variety of open and unopened packages. 

 

 

Figure 8: 1920 photograph (Sinterklaas En Zwarte Piet Thuis, 1920) 

 

Connotative Analysis 

Like the illustrations of the previous era, our first looks at live performances of 

Black Pete show a man so dark it is likely he is painted pitch black rather than some 

shade of brown, as we see in later years. The Petes in the illustrations were often so dark 

their features became indistinguishable, and even in the live version this can seem the 

case at certain angles, so dark is the paint. There is, at this point, little to know indication 

of the modern lore for this blackness, namely that it is chimney soot. Although the idea 

that presents are delivered through the chimney is part of the Sinterklaas story, this is not 

connected to Pete. From the 1910s to the 1930s a number of articles about the 

background behind Sinterklaas appeared, often referencing its connections to Germanic 
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myth and non-Christian heathen religion. One 1910 newspaper considers the possibility 

that Black Pete is so dark because he is actually a spirit, and the blackness of his skin 

symbolizes the darkness of the spirit (Knipperberg, 1910). Another paper posits that Saint 

Nicholas symbolizes the light and coming of spring, while Pete, with his dark skin, 

symbolizes the dark days before Christmas (“Iets over Sint,” 1912). Symbolic 

connections like these were present in many of the articles musing on the origins of the 

holiday. One 1934 newspaper article about the various elements of the Sinterklaas 

mythos tells of the chimney and hearth as part of old Germanic tradition that considered 

them the connection between mortals and spirits, but simultaneously reminds us that 

fireplaces are quickly being replaced by central heating in homes (H.P.B., 1934).  

It is important to understand that at this time the Sinterklaas festival, though more 

in the mainstream of Dutch society than in the 1800s, was still on its way to becoming a 

true national staple. The first official national arrival procession did not happen until 

1934. Although I do not have pictures available of this event5, I was able to watch a 

newsreel and the arrival events were heavily covered in Dutch newspapers. The Saint 

arrived with his “Hoofdpiet” (Main Pete or Pete in charge) and many helper Petes. What 

is most notable about this day is that some of the Petes were played by Surinamese sailors 

who happened to be at port in Amsterdam. This fact is mentioned in most of the articles 

describing the event, but most explicitly in the Sumatra Post: “People should know they 

were real negros from Surinam, of which some showed a chocolate color” (“De 

                                                

5 The only photographs available were in a personal collection. 
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Feestelijke Intocht,” 1934). The idea that these were “real” black people, rather than the 

fake painted ones that children were used to in their local celebrations tells us that the 

chimney story had not taken hold yet. Black Pete was, at this time, a black servant. A 

poem published in a 1930 edition of het Algemeen Handelsblad about Black Pete’s 

childhood highlights his exoticness by comparing the size of his head to a coconut and 

making his diet one of bananas and rice (de L., 1930). This blatant recognition of Pete’s 

Blackness in combination with the mythical explanations and the acknowledgment of the 

disappearance of the hearth tells us pre-WWII Black Pete is white performance of 

African physical stereotypes. 

In these pictures we also see the emergence of another key element of blackface: 

the wig. Although it is possible some of the hair seen in these pictures in natural, the 

identical nature of, for example, the figure 7 hairstyles makes this unlikely. There were 

certainly white Dutch people with black and/or curly hair, but this hairstyle is a staple of 

the costume. A Pete without one is rare (and indeed, you will not see one described at any 

point in this chapter). Schenkman’s original illustrated Petes had short-cropped but 

undeniably Black hair. The wigs we see in the photographs from this time period do tend 

to follow this style. We cannot see the wigs in Figures 5 and 8 very well, but those in 

Figures 6 and 7 are cut in this way. Figure 7 especially shows clearly how coarse the wigs 

are, as well, mimicking the texture of hair found in Africa.  

Overall these portrayals of Pete are quite naturalistic, mimicking the original 

illustrations from 1850 more than those from the early 1900s. In addition to the short, 

coarse hair, we do not see exaggerated features like bright lips, which are part of 

blackface traditions and become prominent in the later Pete drawings. Also notable is the 



 97 

ubiquitous inclusion of black gloves. Although the wearing of gloves makes sense for the 

costume in general (the Saint usually wears gloves, albeit white ones), Pete’s gloves 

always match his face paint. Although this is does not seem to come up in the Black Pete 

debate at any point, the importance of this matching does seem to indicate that children 

should believe all of Pete is Black, not just his face. This, too, is a counter point to the 

chimney soot idea that we will see is applicable even in later eras. 

Pete’s costume in this time is not as standardized as it will become later. Although 

overall the clothing takes more from the illustrations of the early 1900s, its realization is 

radically different in all the images from this 30-year span. This is likely because these 

were homemade costumes and no central Pete authority or shop existed from which to 

rent or buy the clothing. As a result the quality and style of the costume might change 

based on income or church membership. The 1909 and 1911 pictures, for example, are a 

stark contrast. Figure 5’s St. Nicholas and Pete are rough around the edges. There is no 

color or interest in Pete’s clothes and the Saint’s beard is very unkempt and gray. There is 

also none of the traditional white bishop’s robe visible. Figure 6, on the other hand, 

shows much more intricate costuming for both figures. Pete’s hat, especially, is very 

elaborate.  

Figure 7 stands out most in terms of costuming. These characters are played by 

students in Utrecht. Although the costumes of both Saint and Pete diverge from the other 

costumes and the 1900s illustrations that inspired them, the spirit of the characters are 

still there. The Petes are matching and their clothes harken to a different time or place, 

not really fitting in with 1913 fashion. Their hats, especially, convey exoticism, since 

they are both wearing a fez, which is commonly associated with Africa or the Middle 
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East. The association with the Ottoman empire and Islam, in particular, calls to mind 

earlier descriptions of Black Pete as a moor, who depending on the era are always 

Muslim, and sometimes Black. Another important addition in this costume is the birch 

switches. Black Pete’s role in Sinterklaas, at least before the latter half of the 20th 

century, was that of a boogeyman. If child is naughty, he is told Pete will beat him with 

the switches and kidnap him with his jute bag. We do not see the switches in the other 

pictures, but their inclusion here is important to a complete portrayal of Black Pete. 

As noted, for the majority of this era, the Sinterklaas festival was a Catholic 

holiday that took place in private homes, Catholic schools, and Catholic organizations. 

The four pictures chosen as representative in this chapter are all taken in personal settings 

with small groups. In the following periods Sinterklaas was separated from much of its 

Catholicism, and we see a standardization of Pete take place.  

 

1940-1969 

The West Indies were the only non-occupied parts of the Dutch Empire during 

WWII. US soldiers protected the bauxite mines in Surinam and the oil refineries on 

Curaçao and Aruba, as these were strategically important to the war effort (World War, 

n.d.). This was also the first time those in the colonies were drafted into their own armies, 

who assisted the Americans. Although there was pushback against using these troops in 

liberating Europe and the East Indies, hundreds of volunteers fought in Europe and 

against the Japanese in Indonesia (Our Own Army, n.d.). 

The end of the Second World War spelled the end of the Dutch colonial empire. 

Japan invaded the Dutch Indies in 1942, with the Japanese initially being greeted as 
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liberators (Ricklefs, 1993, p. 195). Half of the Dutch population in Indonesia had been 

kept in Japanese internment camps during the war. After a self-declared independence 

and consequent reoccupation, Indonesia became independent in 1948. 1954 is the end of 

the Dutch colonial period. In this year the Charter for the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

declared the Netherlands, the Antilles, and Surinam autonomous members of the 

Kingdom of the Netherlands (Oostindie & Maduro, 1986, p. VII).  

After the end of Japanese occupation of Indonesia in 1945, a large wave of the 

Dutch population there came to the Netherlands. In the 1950s the relationship between 

the Netherlands and Indonesia was deteriorating, and ultimately only 10 percent of the 

Dutch population stayed in Indonesia. Most of those who returned were born in Indonesia 

and were of mixed Dutch-Indonesian descent. By the 1960s, 300,000 of these people, 

commonly referred to as ‘Indos’, had settled in the Netherlands (Bosma, 2012, p. 9).  

Although there was not a substantial Black presence in the Netherlands itself in 

this time period, as in the previous years educated people from the colonies were able to 

make their way there. There is no determinate number for the presence of Black people 

specifically, but about 5000 people from Surinam and the Antilles lived in the 

Netherlands by the 1950s. Between 10 and 20 percent had received a higher education 

(Oostindie & Maduro, 1986, p. 211). 

Denotative Description 

Figure 9 is from 1941, the only picture in this set taken during a World War, 

albeit early in. We do not see St. Nicholas in this photograph, but we do see three Petes. 

All are dressed ornately. The Pete in the foreground wears a shirt with puffy sleeves 

sectioned off by fabric bands. His collar is high and topped with a white ruffle. He wears 
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a striped cape. Beside him is another Pete, this one wears an outfit of matching shirt and 

pants. They are striped with dark and light stripes. The dark stripes are embroidered with 

light thread. He, too, wears a high, white ruffle collar. We see part of a Pete in the back, it 

is difficult to tell specifics of his outfit, but he has a matching ruffle collar. All three wear 

brimmed hats with feathers. All three are painted dark and have dark curly hair (possibly 

wigs). Their lips appear to be contrasting in color to their face paint. The two Petes up 

front carry switches. The front Pete wears a noticeable dangling hoop earring. 

Surrounding them is a crowd of people. 

 

 

Figure 9: 1941 photograph (Prinses Irene Brigade, 1941) 
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Figure 10 is post-War, from 1946. St. Nicholas is walking down a dirt path with a 

Pete on either side. He wears his white bishop’s robe and red cape. He is holding a 

wooden crosier. On his head is his miter with a rather large cross on the front. His beard 

is white and quite obviously fake. The Petes are wearing trunk hose and boots. They wear 

short-sleeved button-up shirts and have dark ruffled collars. They wear berets with dark 

feathers. Their faces are painted black. It is difficult to tell whether they are wearing 

tights, as their legs are dark, but so are their arms. One Pete has dark hair but the other’s 

hair cannot be seen from under his beret. They both carry switches, one also carries a 

basket of flowers on a stand. Onlookers watch them from afar. It should be noted that 

these performers are visiting an army base in Indonesia (then the Dutch Indies). 

 

 

Figure 10: 1946 photograph (Sinterklaas Bij de Nederlandse, 1946) 
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Figure 11 is from 1952. St. Nicholas is playing competitive checkers. He is in his 

full bishop’s ensemble. His stole and miter are made of a fabric with shapes (possibly 

flowers) embossed onto them. He wears dark gloves. His hair and beard are natural 

looking. Pete bends over the shoulder of the Saint’s opponent and looks into the camera. 

We cannot see his clothes clearly, but he wears a light-colored cape and has a large white 

ruffle collar. His hat is of a beret style in a light color. The band of the beret is darker and 

has a gem in the center. The hat is topped with a feather. Pete’s face is painted dark, his 

lips contrasting. He wears black gloves, white skin in visible between the glove and the 

hem of the sleeve. He carries a jute bag. The men also in the room are all sitting at 

checkers tables, but all are watching the Saint play. They are wearing suits. Both the 

opponent and the other fully visible man are smoking. A large checkboard display also 

tells us the location: Roozendaal. 

 

 

Figure 11: 1952 photograph (Van Bilsen, 1952) 
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Figure 12 is from the 1953 arrival of the Saint in Amsterdam. The Saint is on a 

white horse. He is in his usual bishop’s dress, although here we can see his dark pants. 

There is no cross on his miter. He holds his gold crosier and waves to the large crowd. 

There are Petes at the back of the procession. They wear courtly outfits, many of them 

striped. Some wear longer pants than others, but they are all voluminous. Their collars 

are white, but simple shirt collars rather than the big ruffles we have seen before. They 

wear feathered caps and carry switches. Their faces are painted black. Ahead of them in 

the procession are people ‘hellebaardiers’, they carry the medieval halberd, a long 

pointed pole weapon, and are dressed not unlike the Petes. They wear short trunk hose 

and white tights. They have on knee-length coats over their buttoned-up shirts. They wear 

large brimmed hatted with poofing tops, some with feathers. One, sans coat, leads the 

horse by the reins. One older man wears a more elaborate black Tudor court costume, 

with stripes on the coat and trunk hose. He wears a cape and has a book under his arm. 

He and the hellebardiers are white. There are also a number of policemen on horse and on 

foot, wearing long black coats and black hats. The crowd is immense. 



 104 

 

Figure 12: 1953 photograph (Van Rossem, 1953) 

 

Figure 13 is from the 1967 arrival parade in Rotterdam. The Saint sits atop his 

white horse. He is in his bishop robes. His miter is red with a light colored (likely gold) 

ribbon through the center. His white beard is very long. He wears white gloves and waves 

to the crowd. There is a Pete on either side of him. They wear knee-length slightly poofy 

dark pants with white tights. Their shirts are ornate with large sleeves, buttoned fronts, 

and large white ruffled collars. They wear berets with a feather attached. On carries a 

wooden crosier. You can see the contrast of their lipstick against their darkly painted 

faces. They wear black gloves. In the crowd are children and adults. We can also see 

hellebaardiers and other people in the procession in the distance.   
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Figure 13: 1967 photograph (Sint Nicolaas Arriveert, 1967) 

 

Connotative Analysis 

Between the 40s and 60s Pete stayed very dark. The role of race had not 

significantly changed in this time, as the Black population remained very low. Thus, the 

people’s interpretation of Pete as a Black man would likely not have changed much in the 

era. He was likely one of the few representations of the African diaspora that they 

encountered in their lives. There is, thus very little dwelling on his origin. However, 

African American soldiers stationed in the Netherlands after the Second World War had 

made their displeasure of the Black Pete practice known, on the basis of blackface 

(Vragen over Zwarte Piet, 2018).  

Still, like in earlier times, the question of the origin of Sinterklaas traditions 

remained. A 1953 article says the question of Black Pete’s Blackness is difficult to 

answer and gives two possible explanations. The first is that “a black servant just happens 
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to be the embodiment of elegance, submissiveness and obedience”, the second possibility 

is that he is Black because he was a devil made submissive by the goodness of St. 

Nicholas (“Hoe Sinterklaas Aan,” 1953). The meaning of Black Pete’s skin thus remains 

African in the eyes of many, only those who might more closely examine the mythos 

would come to other interpretations. At this point, those interpretations do not include 

soot. 

In this era we begin to see the exaggeration of Pete’s lips. Although the pictures 

are in black and white, in many the contrast between the lips and the rest of the face is 

noticeable. In addition, figure 9 is the first of our sample to include the hoop earring. 

Both of these elements would become recognizable staples as time went on. With the 

exception of figure 10, we can see the standardization of Black Pete taking hold in these 

pictures. The ruff, the feathered beret, the courtly dress, the bright lips, and the inclusion 

of switches became quintessentially “Pete” in this time. There has been a large national 

arrival procession (intocht) every year since 1934. Even during World War II the only 

exception to this was 19446. This practice created the expectation of a certain visual with 

the name Black Pete.  

I included figure 10 to emphasize the extent to which Sinterklaas had become a 

national holiday by this era. Where it had been a private celebration earlier and was in the 

process of becoming part of the Dutch cultural tradition, by this time Sinterklaas was 

simply an undeniable part of the Dutch holiday season. As said, Sinterklaas did not stop 

                                                

6 2020 will be the second year without an ‘intocht’, as the corona virus made such a gathering a potential 

public health hazard. 
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being celebrated during wartime, and in figure 10 we see soldiers at an army base just 

after the war bringing the tradition not only to their fellow Dutch soldiers, but the native 

population of the colony as well. Even though adjustments had to be made due to weather 

and resources, their costumes have elements that any person who grew up with or around 

Sinterklaas would recognize: trunk hose, ruffled collars, switches, and feathers in their 

caps. Even though their berets are army berets, the inclusion of the feather and the 

context of the other elements symbolize Black Pete without question. Even if they had 

not painted their skin (and they had to do more than just their faces, considering the 

adjustments to the outfits), the meaning would have been clear, because the standardized 

signs of Black Pete were present. 

This period provides a very interesting example of the ways in which collective 

memory of Sinterklaas celebrations of the past changes to suit the moment. Figure 12 

shows the arrival procession of 1953. This parade is often cited as an example of 

Sinterklaas changing, as this parade supposedly had White Petes. This is brought up as an 

example of traditions changing in both the news (for example, Vermeer, 2015) and less 

formal sources (De Langen, 2017). However, as mentioned in the connotative description 

of the picture, the white men marching alongside Black Pete in this parade are not Petes 

at all. They are hellebaardiers, who were soldiers in the middle ages carrying this 

distinctive lance, this now being a rather old-fashioned ceremonial position most people 

would not be familiar with. More specifically, they were heralds (‘herauten’ in Dutch), as 

indicated by their distinctive tabards. Film of the arrival parade in 1935, which included 

the same type of heralds (as did many others for decades), is used as evidence of White 

Pete in a similar fashion (“Witte Piet Roept,” 2014). There is little modern familiarity 
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with heralds, and thus it was easy for these costumes, so close to that of Black Pete, to be 

used for the anti-Pete agenda as “White Petes”, despite their actual historical significance. 

In the acceptance of this interpretation, the herald’s white skin is resemiotized as a show 

for the capability for change. 

1970-2009 

Surinam became independent in 1975 (Nimako et al., 2014, p. 45). The push for 

independence was largely an Afro-Surinamese (creole) effort but was not as popular 

amongst the population as a whole. The Dutch government had hoped independence for 

Surinam and the Dutch would curb immigration from these territories, but the 

Surinamese immigrated en masse instead, and the Antilleans did not favor independence 

at all (Bosma, 2012, p. 14). 

Until 2010 the Dutch Antilles formed an autonomous nation. In 1986 Aruba split 

from this nation to become a separate country. St. Maarten did the same in 2000, and 

Curaçao in 2005. Bonaire, Saba, and Sint Eustasius officially became the Caribbean 

Netherlands, special municipalities, in 2010. All are still part of the Kingdom of the 

Netherlands (Oostindie & Klinkers, 2001). 

After independence, much of the Surinamese population decided to migrate to the 

Netherlands rather than remain in Surinam. This included thousands of people of African 

descent, who would become the Afro-Dutch referenced throughout this work. A good 

third of the population headed towards the Netherlands at this point (Hoving et al., 2005, 

p. 421). Many came to better their economic situations, and some for fear of instability in 

Surinam after independence (Bosma, 2012, pp. 9–10). In the 1980s, as the economic 
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condition of the Antilles worsened, migration from those territories increased as well, 

especially from Curaçao (Bosma, 2012, p. 10). 

Between 1970 and 1999 the Surinamese-born population of the Netherlands grew 

from 27,000 to 183,000. In that timeframe the number of Antilleans went from 20,000 to 

63,000 (Hoving et al., 2005, p. 421). By 2010 the Surinamese population totaled 342,000 

and the Antillean population 138,000 (Jaarrapport Integratie 2010, 2010, p. 33). These 

numbers include both those born abroad and their Dutch-born children. It should be noted 

that not all these individuals were Black, many of the Surinamese migrants were of 

Indian or Indonesian descent. Their skin was also dark (at times darker than a creole 

might be), but a distinction should be made between blackface and brownface. The 

accusation of blackface against Black Pete lies in the mocking of African features 

specifically, not dark skin in general. However, it is undoubtable that a significant 

percentage of these postcolonial migrants were of African descent.  

These post-colonial migrants largely settled in the major cities in the west of the 

country (Hoving et al., 2005, p. 421). They found themselves in less desirable 

neighborhoods that they could afford, building the reputations of neighborhoods like the 

Bijlmer in Amsterdam as Black neighborhoods (Hoving et al., 2005, p. 424). In 2010 

40% of people of non-Western descent lived in either Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The 

Hague, or Utrecht (Jaarrapport Integratie 2010, 2010, p. 55). 

Socioeconomically migrants and their descendants do worse on average than their 

native Dutch counterparts. This is reflected in a number of metrics, including income and 

education. By the 2010, almost 20% of the non-Western Dutch population had received 

no higher than an elementary school population, although this number is lower for 
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younger generations. This is compared to 6% of the native Dutch population 

(Jaarrapport Integratie 2010, 2010, p. 81). Non-Western immigrants were shown to have 

higher rates of unemployment as well, regardless of education level (Jaarrapport 

Integratie 2010, 2010, p. 90). 

Afro-Dutch communities have formed organizations tasked with bettering their 

lives and furthering their interests since they first began arriving in large numbers. 

Towards the late 90s and early 2000s the push for the acknowledgement of the enduring, 

painful legacy of slavery and colonialism began in earnest, as by this point the Afro-

Dutch population was sizeable enough to make their dismay known on a larger scale 

(Oostindie, 2005, p. 58). In 2002, after much back and forth between institutional powers 

and Afro-Dutch organizations, a monument to commemorate slavery was erected in 

Amsterdam’s Oosterpark (Vliet, 2020, p. 1). 

Other notable migrations in this time are the so-called ‘guest-workers’ 

(‘gastarbeiders’), who came to the Netherlands to work. Starting the 1950s they came 

from Southern-European countries like Spain, as well as from Turkey and Morocco. The 

latter two, especially, are associated with the term gastarbeider. In the 1970 a recession 

was expected to curb the presence of these migrant worker, but instead they found 

themselves coming from their own poor economies in search of work. In the 70s many of 

the male workers brought over their families as well (Hoving et al., 2005, p. 422). 

Although this migratory pattern is not directly relevant to the focus of this chapter and 

dissertation (namely the position of Black people in Dutch society), most of them were 

Muslim. The connection between anti-Black racism and islamophobia in Dutch society 
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and right-wing Dutch politics is difficult to deny and will feature heavily as a theme in 

chapter 5. 

Denotative Description 

Fig 14 is from 1973. St. Nicholas is speaking to the press. He is in his bishop’s 

outfit, which is ornately embroidered. His miter has elaborate edge details, and the cross, 

made from textured ribbon, also has 5 stones embedded in it. His white beard is long and 

wavy. Two Petes are visible next to him. Their courtly outfits have black and light, 

shining stripes. They wear trunk hose and double ruffled collars. Their hats are brimmed 

but small, topped with light feathers. Their faces are painted dark and they wear black 

wigs with tight coils. Also in this picture is the mayor, in a black coat with his gold 

mayoral collar on top and holds his hat. A small blond boy stands next to him, looking up 

at St. Nicholas. A female reporter with headphones on holds a microphone up to the 

Saint. 

 

Figure 14: 1973 photograph (Sint Nicolaas Arriveert, 1973) 

 



 112 

Figure 15 is from the 1980 arrival procession. The Saint smiles a toothy grin to 

the camera. We can see the ornate textures ribbon on his cape, which also appears to have 

large dark gems encrusted in it. His miter is similar to that featured in the 1973 

photograph, with a textured ribbon border and stones on the cross. He holds his golden 

crosier. His beard and hair are long, but slightly unkempt. There is a Petes on either side. 

Their shirts have shiny ribbons as thin stripes and as bands on the sleeves. They have 

white riffled collars. Their hats are brimmed and bear the same shining ribbon around the 

top, along with a feather. They are painted dark, and wear dark curly wigs. One Pete has 

a beard. Next to this Pete is the mayor, in a black coat topped by the mayoral collar. 

People behind him hold up umbrellas. 

 

 

Figure 15: 1980 photograph (H. Van Dijk, 1980) 

 

Figure 16 is a color photograph, the first in these sets, from 1983. St. Nicholas 

and Pete are on a television set. The Saint is seated on a wooden chair in the center of the 
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frame. We can see carving at the top of the back rest. His robes are white and bright red. 

His cloak has yellow ribbon details, as well as gold ribbon with red emblems that are 

difficult to discern. His stole is red with gold embroidery. He wears a white rosary. His 

miter is red with a border of the same gold ribbon as the cape. The ribbon also forms the 

outline of a cross, with a smaller crossed made of small dots in the center. His beard is 

white, voluminous and wavy. His eyebrows are large and white. On his lap he holds a bit 

book. A Pete is sitting next him in profile in a red office chair. This Pete is a woman. She 

wears red tights or leggings and black boots with dark blue rosettes with gold in the 

center. Her shirt is also dark blue, but it is difficult to tell if she is wearing trunks or only 

leggings. The blue shirt has gold chevron detailing in the front. Part of the shirt is also 

red, including a cap sleeves over the longer blue sleeves. She wears a blue cape with gold 

ribbon at the bottom. There is white lace at the end of the long sleeves, and a white ruffle 

at the bottom. She is wearing a blue hat with orange band and a large plume of 

multicolored feathers. She holds the gold crosier. Her skin is black, she wears a black 

curly wig, and she wears hoop earrings. A jute bag lies at her feet. On the other side of 

the Saint, also in profile in a red chair, sits the host. This is a white man with dark blond 

hair. He wears a black suit with a white shirt and black bowtie. He is opening a present as 

St. Nicholas and Pete watch. 
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Figure 16: 1983 photograph (Kippa, 1983) 

 

Figure 17 is a color photo from approximately 1993. There is no Saint Nicholas, 

but we do see five Petes. They are posing in a school playground, in front of a metal 

frame (possibly a jungle gym). The leftmost Pete’s face is painted light blue. His courtly 

outfit includes a white shirt with puffed pink and blue striped sleeves and what look to be 

trunks in the same pattern. He wears a dark purple cape and blue gloves. He wears a 

puffy blue beret. The Pete on his right is painted bright yellow. His outfit is the familiar 

Tudor court dress, this time in blue and yellow. His feathered beret matches. His gloves 
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are white, as is his large ruffled collar. The Pete in the middle is painted black. We cannot 

see his outfit, but a glimpse of his trunks show what seems to be a similar outfit as the 

first Pete. He does wear a ruffled collar and we can see the feather is white. Next to him 

is a Pete with a dark blue face. His outfit is dark blue and green. These four Petes all wear 

curly black wigs and have exaggerated bright red lips. The final Pete’s makeup is more 

elaborate. He is painted mostly red, with a white outline of a smile, like a clown might 

have, around bright green lips. His eyes are framed by yellow rounded windows and there 

is a white dot on his nose. His outfit is black and red. We cannot see a hat but there is a 

white feather behind him. He, too, wears a black, curly wig. 

 

Figure 17: 1993 photograph 
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Figure 18 is a color photograph from 1996. St. Nicholas is visiting Sesame Street. 

His sits on a brown, possible wood or cardboard, chair with cutouts in the back rest. His 

robes are white with lace at the bottom and sleeve hems, and his cloak red with gold 

fringe at the yoke. His miter is red with gold ribbon at the borders and two intersecting 

gold ribbons forming a cross. His beard is wavy and cream colored. There is a Pete at 

either side, wearing identical costumes. Their courtly dress is dark blue with bright 

yellow sections on the puff topping the sleeves. There is gold ribbon on the borders of the 

shirt and along the leg of the knee-length trunk hose. They wear white tights and have 

large, white, round lace collars lying flat. There is also white lace on the ends of the 

sleeves. Their hats are the same dark blue as their clothes, and are topped with large 

feathers in the same yellow as the sleeve detail. They wear black curly wigs. Their skin is 

very dark brown and their lips red, although not very bright. In between St. Nicholas and 

Pete on either side is a man. Both men are white. One is balding with a mustache. He 

wears glasses and a blue and red checked shirt. He is reading of a piece of paper as 

everyone listens and watches. On the other side, the man has blond hair. His is wearing 

jeans and a black letterman jacket with beige sleeves. He holds a full jute bag. The set 

surrounding them is a roof, with a large window on one side. Little lights on the dark 

background behind them emulate stars in the night sky. 

 



 117 

 

Figure 18: 1996 photograph (Kippa, 1996) 

 

Connotative Analysis 

Although in the 70s the Petes’ skin is light enough for the contrast of the black 

and white photographs to register real nuance on the face and a distinct difference 

between the black hair and brown skin, the Petes we see in the 80s and 90s are 

significantly darker. The Pete in figure 16 is truly painted black, as is the black Pete 

amongst the others in Figure 17. The Petes on the set of Sesame Street in figure 18, too, 

are very dark. The very dark Petes were not necessarily anything new, as seen in the 

descriptions and pictures of previous eras, but it is interesting to consider them in the 

context of the latter half of the 20th century. By this time accusations of racism were 

becoming more common (Helsloot, 2013; Vliet, 2019). Dutch people, especially those in 

big cities, knew what people of African descent looked like by this point. The connection 
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between natural brown skin and the dark brown paint of Black Pete would be easier to 

make. The chimney soot story was becoming more common by this time to explain away 

this connection. Although many Afro-Dutch people will have some white European 

heritage, and thus might not be as dark as Pete may at times have been portrayed, the 

extreme blackness of the Black Pete of the late 20th century would likely be darker than 

the darkest Afro-Dutch citizen. Ergo, “soot”.  

Figure 17 is very important because it crystalizes the ways in which the pushback 

against Pete existed in the 90s. This is the resignification of Black Pete at work. Once 

Pete’s Blackness had meant he was a slave or perhaps a trendy African servant, childlike 

and needing direction while simultaneously scary and foreign. There were few who 

would take this negatively, for they were either still too close to the time of slavery to 

fully accept its horrors or too far away from actual Black people to know this portrayal 

was not correct. By the late 60s, Pete was not only no longer supposed to be the 

boogeyman to St. Nicholas’ kindly grandfather, but actual Black people became part of 

the Sinterklaas context. The chimney story is one part of the resignification that was 

required to justify Pete’s blackface in this new context. This was a limited success, as 

such a story might enthrall a child, but raises questions for adults.  

In 1993 we saw Multicolor Petes7 being test run on a national scale at the arrival 

in Amsterdam (“Bonte Piet Oogsts,” 1993), as well as a local scale, such as the 

elementary school in Veenendaal shown in Figure 17 (Van Dam, 2013). Here the 

                                                

7 Also called Kleurpiet (Colorpete), Regenboogpiet (Rainbowpete), or Bonte Piet (Colorful Pete) 
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resignification takes place not in the meaning of Pete’s Blackness, but in the meaning of 

the name “Pete”. Must Pete be Black in order to be part of Sinterklaas? The introduction 

of Multicolor Petes is an attempt at answering no to this question. Black Pete, here, is 

part of a pantheon of Petes, all painted differently, so that if one is black, the meaning of 

that blackness8 exists within that artificiality, as would the meaning of Black Pete. 

Although this experiment went over relatively well, not three years later national 

television screens would still show primarily (if not exclusively) Black Petes, as 

illustrated by Figure 189.  

In terms of other elements of the Pete costume, we continue to see the 

standardization of Pete. The courtly costume remains. The feathered beret remains. The 

jute bag remains, though it is only for presents and candy, not carrying misbehaving 

children to Spain. The switches have disappeared by this point, in the attempt to recast 

Pete as friendly rather than scary. In figure 16 we see a gold hoop on her ear, but these 

are sporadically seen. 

                                                

8 Note I switched from capitalized B to lowercase b. Capital B Black is used in acknowledgement of Black 

culture and history, lowercase b black is used in reference to a color separate from social constructs of race. 

See the Associated Press’ decision on this, which did not precede but does concur with my reasoning 

(Bauder, 2020).  

9 As a child in the 90s (I was 6 in 1996), this image is highly representative of my childhood memories of 

St. Nicholas and Black Pete, both in the media and in person. I most likely watched this particular episode 

of Sesame Street. 



 120 

The red lips are not seen in many pictures from the 70s and 80s, but then become 

more present again in the 90s. In the case of the Multicolor Petes in figure 17, especially, 

the lips are very exaggerated, although here it might be to highlight the clown-like aspect 

of the character in this incarnation, especially considering the right-most face paint. Still, 

this is an interest revert back to an earlier element that has to be one of the most direct 

connections to blackface. 

The black curly wig also remains in the Multicolor Petes, which is an interesting 

choice. In the case of the Black Petes of the era, it is a logical continuation of the 

standardized costume. In the case of non-Black Petes, however, that fact that everything 

remains but the skin color highlights how ingrained all the separate parts of the Black 

Pete costume are. Although some non-Black Petes in other pictures might have colored 

wigs as well, they are still usually in this style (short with tight curls). Looking at the 

things that remain as well as the things that change emphasizes the incremental nature of 

this kind of semiotic change. 

2010-2019 

In the past 10 years, race has come to the forefront in more aspects of Dutch 

society. As of 2018 there are approximately 352,000 people of Surinamese descent in the 

Netherlands, and 157,000 of Antillean descent. In that year the total population of the 

Netherlands was a little over 17 million, of whom 23,1% is not natively Dutch. 13,1% are 

non-Western non-native inhabitant of the Netherlands (Jaarrapport Integratie 2018, 

2018, p. 29). Non-native when used in this context refers to an immigrant or a person 

with at least one immigrant parent or grandparent. Academic performance and 
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socioeconomic status still lag behind the native Dutch, although slow improvement in 

some areas has been seen (Jaarrapport Integratie 2018, 2018). 

Two major, interwoven movements emerged in the 2010s: Kick Out Zwarte Piet 

and Black Lives Matter. This era is characterized by the activities of activists attempting 

to get recognition for what they deem racial injustices. Quincy Dario’s 2011 protests 

against Black Pete sparked a protest movement that continues until the time of writing 

and are likely to continue for some time. The other chapters of this dissertation deal with 

this time period exclusively and in depth. 

The US Black Lives Matter movement has chapters in many places, including the 

Netherlands. 2020, especially, proved a year of change in both the US and the 

Netherlands on this front. Although the research in this dissertation was completed before 

these events, they should be noted here (and will be touched upon throughout). In 2020, 

many municipalities changed their policies on Black Pete, and Dutch institutions have 

begun speaking more honestly and genuinely about how institutions perpetuate racism.  

Denotative Description 

Figure 19 is a picture from 2006. Saint Nicholas and Pete on a residential street. 

St. Nicholas is in his white bishop’s robe. His cloak is deep red with gold trip. His stole is 

the same red with a gold cross. His miter is also the same hue of red, with a gold trim 

border and a gold cross in the center. He wears white gloves and holds a golden crosier. 

His white beard is curling and full, and his white hair quite long. Pete is next to him. His 

courtly outfit is a dark red, darker than the Saint’s red. It is trimmed with silver ribbon. 

The outfit includes a cape in the same colors. His white ruffled color lies a little flat. In 

his head is a red and silver beret with what seems to be a bright orange and yellow feather 
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at the back. His face is painted dark brown and his lips are red, though not exaggeratedly 

so. He has on a curling black wig. He wears black gloves and holds a black sack. We can 

see the crowd behind them. 

 

Figure 19: 2006 photograph (Zappa, 2006) 

 

Figure 20 is from a 2010 arrival parade. We see a marching band of Petes. Up 

front is a Pete played by a woman. Her outfit is long-sleeved and made of purple velvet in 

two different hues, it has a gold and purple ribbon as embellishment. Her white ruffled 

collar is large, layered, and floppy. Her hat is made of the same materials as her shirt and 

has a white feather. Her face is dark brown. Her lips are unpainted but so is an area 

around the lips, making them look larger. She wears a black, very curly wig. We can see 

small hoop earrings through the curls. In her black gloved hands she is holding a trumpet. 

Behind her is a host of other Petes with instruments. We can see two saxophones. The 
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other Petes have outfits of similar cuts, but in different colors. We can see red and black, 

blue and black, and orange and black. Their gold ribbons have details matching their 

color scheme. All have dark brown faces with unpainted lips and curly black wigs. We 

can see some wear gold hoops in their ears, but at least one does not.  

 

 

Figure 20: 2010 photograph (FaceMePLS, 2010) 

 

Figure 21 is a promotional photograph from 2016. Two Petes pose in front of a 

white background. One is sitting on a white, square pouf. The other on a taller barstool 

with a metal base. The one on the pouf wears a courtly outfit with trunks going over the 

knees. The shirt and trunks are fuchsia with thick blue bands and smaller gold ribbons 

making stripes. His tights are white. His ruffle is large and lacy. His hat is the same color 

as is clothes, with a white and a blue feather attached. The other Pete wears a dark blue 

outfit with knee-length pants. There are small gold ribbons at the front of the shirt. The 
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upper sleeves are puffy and show yellow patches as embellishment. His rights are bright 

yellow as well. His hat is blue with a yellow feather. His collar is lacy, as are the cuffs of 

his sleeves. Both Petes wear black gloves and have curly black wigs on. Both are painted 

a very dark brown with bright red lips. 

 

 

Figure 21: 2016 stock photograph (Den Otter, 2016) 

 

Figure 22 is from a parade in 2016. Petes in a marching band are going past a 

Jumbo supermarket. The Pete in center fame is in a black and red outfit, but we cannot 

see his bottom half in detail. There is gold trim separating the colors. He has a white 

ruffled collar. His hat is a mostly red beret. He wears glasses. His wig and gloves are 
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black. At his front is a white harness with a drum with cymbals attached. In his hand are 

two drumsticks. Most of the Petes around him are in clothes of the same design but in 

orange and purple. One is in blue and orange. Some have on capes. These other Petes 

have lace at their cuffs as well. We can see their pants are about calf length and they have 

on black tights. They hold a variety of brass wind instruments. These Petes are white. On 

their faces are dark brown smudges and streaks. We can see St. Nicholas in the far back, 

with a large white and curly beard, wearing his red miter with gold trim and cross. 

 

 

Figure 22: 2016 photograph (De Haan, 2016) 

 

Figure 23 is from 2019. A Pete is smiling at a child. We can only see his top half, 

which shows a blue shirt, with sleeved made of blue strips over a red underlayer. A large 

white collar is tied around the neck. His hat is blue with a gold band and yellow feather. 
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His hair is a curly black wig. His skin is white but on his face are streaks of brown paint. 

He is crouching to face a child. The child is white and blond. We cannot see their face. 

They are wearing a dark blue shirt. Over the shirt is a neon green cape with a purple tie. 

On his head is a neon green beret with a gold band in a similar style to what the Pete is 

wearing. We see adults and other children in in blurred background. 

 

 

Figure 23: 2019 photograph (Van Dijk, 2019) 

 

Connotative Analysis 

In terms of skin color we see three versions in the set of pictures for the mid-

2000s to 2019. Firstly, in figures 19 and 20 the Petes are dark but obviously brown rather 

than Black. The Petes in figure 20 are even quite light compared to versions we have seen 

in earlier eras. As posited earlier, the unnatural, exaggerated darkening of Black Pete in 
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the 80s and 90s, might have been a response to increasing criticism regarding the origin 

of this shade. However, in the early to mid-2000s, much of this criticism had eased, not 

truly resurging until Quincy Gario’s 2011 activism (Vliet, 2019, pp. 459–460). The 

lightening back to a shade that might be seen on an Afro-Dutch person could be the result 

of the lapse in accountability. 

Then, in figure 2, we see very, very dark skin again. These Petes are dark gray if 

not black. By 2016, the year of this photograph, the current Black Pete debate was in full 

swing. The color of Pete’s face at national events and in publicity shots like this one was 

making a statement. That we are back again to the exaggerated blackness of the 80s and 

90s is perhaps a reflection of what that face represented: Blackness, as the direct result of 

colonial history. It is debatable if, in the past, the use of truly black face paint actually 

mitigated criticism, but it is noteworthy that it has reappeared in times of controversy in 

the latter half of the modern version of Black Pete. 

Lastly, figures 22 and 23 exemplify the latest, most popular attempt at 

resignifying Pete: the Pete with soot wipes on his face, also known as Sootpete 

(Roetpiet). This version has gained a lot of momentum in recent years, and is the results 

of two avenues of resignification. The chimney soot story was an attempt at changing 

what Black Pete meant by keeping the signifier the same but changing the signified. 

Black Pete was still dark, yes, but he was black not Black. Versions of Pete like the 

Multicolor Pete were trying to change Pete’s meaning by changing the signifier and 

hoping that would change the signified. Neither of these attempts were successful. I posit 

we can attribute this failure to the tenacity and long-term process that is collective 

memory. 
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Although Sootpete, like Multicolor Pete, does not do away with most of Pete’s 

distinctive features (although some versions are sans wig), it does not include the red lips. 

The exaggerated lips are still part of the other Pete depictions we see in this era. Even 

figure 20, which ostensibly lacks red lipstick, highlights and magnifies Pete’s lips by 

leaving the area unpainted. As said, semiotic change is generally a gradual process, 

especially on a large scale like with collective memory, so it is possible this is one small 

step that might lead to the removal of the wig as well. It is also possible this, like the 

Multicolor Pete moment in the 90s (whose positive reception was not replicated in the 

2000s), will fall out of favor. However, after the events of 2020, more and more 

municipalities have opted for Sootpete over Black Pete in their Sinterklaas celebrations. 

It is possible the emphasis this year has put on the lasting legacy of the Dutch slave trade 

has resulted in a resignification so strong and negative the only way to save the tradition 

is to change it. 

Discussion 

Although the Sinterklaas festival has existed in some form in the Netherlands for 

hundreds of years (Vragen over Zwarte Piet, 2018), Black Pete is a relatively new 

invention. The version of St. Nicholas’ helper that we have now is traced back to about 

1850, and is thus around 170 years old. Black Pete’s visual representation has had both 

periods of change and periods of stability. Schenkman’s original version has little to do 

with the Pete we know now. When Sinterklaas was primarily a Catholic holiday, 

especially, Pete’s look depended on the resources of who was playing him. Since the 

nationalization of the festival, however, a standardization began. This standardization has 

only been counteracted by the emergence of counternarratives. Looking at the 
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metanarratives (Reed, 2015) of Pete’s Black skin, it seems undeniable that it reflects the 

colonial past.  

It is in the mnemonic process associated with this past that we can find the 

various forms of resignification that have and continue to take place in the battleground 

that is Sinterklaas’ helper. When Black Pete was introduced the colonial past was the 

colonial present. The norms and values of the time saw little to nothing wrong with the 

subjugation of African people and their descendants. As CRT points out, race is a social 

construct. The African ‘race’ was constructed in this historical period, not only around 

skin, but around subjective values such as intelligence and civility, which were used to 

determine humanity and excuse the enslavement of the African people. . Slavery and 

servitude are inherent, necessary elements of the original concept of Blackness.  

Although Pete was not explicitly described as a slave, the Dutch attitude towards 

slavery was positive and thus would not have condemned it. It is highly likely some 

proportion of the Dutch population who celebrated Sinterklaas did indeed think him a 

slave. Moreover, the employment (or ownership) of black servants was considered 

prestigious. Whatever negativity was associated with Pete’s Blackness would not lie in 

his subjugation, but instead stem from the very reasons for that subjugation. Within this 

period Africans were understood to be inferior, bestial, and dumb, and thus Pete would 

have been, too. Moreover, he was the one to fear, and St. Nicholas the one to exalt. Later, 

as shown, some would speculate the reason for his Blackness to lie in superstition and 

symbolism about devils and the darkness of winter, but those same papers would print 

stories about St. Nicholas and his negroid servant. Black Pete’s Blackness was publicly 
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recognized as African skin, and it would be a very long time for this association to gain 

new context. 

As Dutch society moved temporally further away from this original context, the 

slave association might have passed, but no self-reflection occurred. Although some 

changes were made about the emotional role Pete played (changing him from scary to 

friendly), his Black skin could still relatively unproblematically be African. Accusations 

of criticism in the early 60s and 70s were not met with understanding, and in the 

collective memory of the Dutch’s past relationship to Black people, the official narrative 

was uncomplicated and brief. This is the first resignification of Pete’s skin: the forgetting 

of slavery. In order for the official narrative to function it erases ambiguity, and it does so 

by erasing counter-narratives (Bodnar, 1992, pp. 13–14; Vliet, 2020, p. 4). Taking 

memory as a form of discourse, when something is left out of the discourse this is akin to 

the act of forgetting. Specifically, it would be a combination of what Connerton (2008) 

refers to as “forgetting as humiliated silence” (p. 67-68), a coping mechanism for events 

beyond expression, and constitutive forgetting (p. 62-64), which allows people to agree 

on a history around which to form a new identity.   

The second resignification is actually two-pronged. On the one side is the re-

emergence of the counter-narrative, and on the other the response to this act of 

remembering. This reflects how a sign can mean different things to different people. To 

the growing Afro-Dutch population slavery may have been a long time ago, but its effects 

were reflected in their lives both externally and internally. Their narrative around 

Blackness was different, and thus their understanding of Black Pete was as well. For the 

white population the increasing challenge to the official narrative was uncomfortable. 
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The increasing acceptance of the chimney soot lore as explanation for Pete’s skin is the 

resulting resignification. However, this only addressed the dissonance between the Pete 

narrative and the Black narrative for the white people, for the Afro-Dutch, nothing was 

really addressed, and so two meanings existed side by side.  

The third resignification was a semiotic change to the signifier, exemplified by 

the Multicolor Pete of the 90s. The added layer of artifice from the different colors 

placated some, but did not resolve anything in the long term. I would note that the White 

Pete/herald confusion is also a version of this: the idea that if other types of Petes exist, 

Black Pete can be either excused or easily solved. Neither, of course, was the case. We 

must consider why these reimaginings of Pete did not stick. I propose the problem lies 

with the fact that the Multicolor Pete did not address what made Black Pete problematic 

in the first place: the forgetting of his origins and the disregard of the Dutch past with 

slavery. Black Pete has been around for generations, but so has racism in Dutch society. 

Although there were few Black people in the Netherlands for the first half of Pete’s 

tenure as St. Nicholas’ trusty assistant, the inferiority of African peoples was the 

justification for slavery and colonial violence for centuries (Jahoda as cited in Brienen, 

2014, p. 182). Thus, neither older versions of Pete nor his implications would be so easily 

forgotten. Changing what is signified is impossible in this context, due to the lasting 

legacy of colonialism. Changing the signifier was met with such resistance, even a 

successful attempt would have to include that resistance as part of its meaning, which 

could mar the change and the holiday as a whole even further.  

In a way Sootpete, the fourth resignification, can be seen as a compromise 

because it acknowledges the chimney story, which many adults and children have 
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accepted as an integral part of the Black Pete lore, and alters the appearance in such a 

way that it makes this story plausible. Thus, currently, this is provided most often as the 

solution to the Black Pete problem. Especially in recent years, the resignification effort 

has hinged on aligning collective colonial memories. This version of Pete does not just 

acknowledge existing lore, but it is being presented in a time when the Black counter-

narrative on colonialism is joining the Golden Age official narrative in the mainstream, 

thus addressing both the white dissonance and the Black indictment.  

The colonial past lies at the core of Black Pete. He was created in colonial times, 

maintained by the selective forgetting of colonial pain and commemorating of colonial 

glory, and challenged by the resurfacing memory of colonial atrocity. Even in the 

standardized version of Pete that was prominent for decades we can see its effect. Pete’s 

courtly renaissance dress is contemporary to the Golden Age. His exaggerated features 

and servitude echoes the subjugation and dehumanization of Africans in Europe and the 

Americas. Over the course of the various changes in Pete’s meaning we can see how the 

challenge of the counter-narrative is a continuous catalyst. The next three chapters will 

continue to tease out the specific ways in which this is done during the current Black Pete 

debate. 
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CHAPTER 5:  

FACSIMILES OF DISCUSSION IN INTRA-GOVERNMENTAL DEBATE ON 

BLACK PETE  

Right-wing populism is on the rise across the world, including the Netherlands 

(Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017; Nijs et al., 2020).  Populism is built on the notion 

that there are morally good, innocent, ordinary people, and an “other,” usually the 

government or other elites, who are to blame for whatever problems beseech those 

ordinary people (Hameleers et al., 2018, p. 51). Although both right- and left-wing 

versions of this ideology exist, the right-wing is what is currently gaining steam. Where 

left-wing populists favor openness to change and increased equality between groups, 

right wing populists are characterized by traditionalism (Jost, 2006). This translates into 

fewer problems with accepting inequalities (unless those inequalities affect the group 

they have identified as ‘the people’) and challenges to that status quo could result in 

exclusionary actions (Mudde, 2007), as seen through, for example, anti-immigrant 

legislation. However, populist rhetoric can be used to villify a group in order to draw 

more favor for an elite class from people who feel disenfranchinsed, even if those elites’ 

policies would ultimately not favor the average citizen. This could lead to increasing 

polarization, which in a country with a two party system like the United States, could 

allow a right-wing party to gain total control (Pierson, 2017). 

The Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary democracy. 

Like the United States, the Dutch state is built around the separation of powers, having a 

legislative, an executive, and a judicial branch. This chapter concerns itself with the 

legislative and executive branches. The legislative power is held by the two chambers of 
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parliament: the House of Representatives (First Chamber) and the Senate (Second 

Chamber). The executive branch is technically headed by the monarch10, but in practice 

by the Prime Minister, who presides over the cabinet of ministers. Although colloquially 

both the parliament and cabinet are referred to as the ‘government’11, technically the term 

should only be applied to the executive (The Dutch Political System in a Nutshell, 2008, 

p. 11). However, unlike the United States, the Netherlands practices proportional 

representation and has a multiparty system. Then Netherlands is sometimes called a 

consociational democracy, which is defined as “government by elite cartel designed to 

turn a democracy with a fragmented political culture into a stable democracy” (Lijphart, 

1969, p. 216). Unless an early election is called, national elections take place every four 

years. Seats in the Senate are awarded by representatives from each province. Seats in the 

House are awarded based on the percentage of votes. Should a party receive more than 

half the votes, they would be the ruling party and the executive branch would be filled 

with their party members. However, as a consociational democracy, representing many 

different viewpoints, it is unlikely one party would achieve such majority. As a result, 

parties join their votes to form the ruling coalition. In a later section I will discuss the 

various coalitions and opposition parties that have been involved in the Black Pete debate 

from 2011 to 2019.  

Traditions and national symbols, when contested, can be changed and made more 

inclusive, to bring more people into the ritual and create common ground. They can also, 

                                                

10 At time of writing this is King Willem-Alexander. 

11 As I will do in the chapter. 
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however, be made or kept exclusive, making group boundaries less permeable (Ross, 

2007, 2009). The struggle on which way Pete will go has become, in many ways, a 

partisan issue, as ownership and the legitimacy of group membership are at the core of 

populism. Although politics plays an undeniable role in how contested traditions are 

addressed, government is limited in their ability to directly intervene (Ross, 2007). In 

their study of governmental actors in the Black Pete debate, Wagenaar and Rodenberg 

(2018) identify three types of actors: facilitators of the tradition, passive mediators of the 

discussion, and active mitigators of the contestation. In this, they highlight the 

disharmony this issue brings to Dutch governing, national and local alike. They point out 

that, due to the local nature of many Sinterklaas celebrations and protests, finding a 

national solution is complicated to, and each locale deals with governmental actors of 

different types based on the local sentiment.  

A core tenet of Critical Race Theory is that those who benefit from the racial 

hierarchy will have little cause to change it. I posit that at least some of the ‘inability’ of 

national government to actionably engage with such ‘local’ issues stems from apathy 

caused by interest convergence. If, to the ruling party, it is not personally or politically 

expedient to address racialized issues, how far would the party truly go to test the limits 

of its influence or further explore possibilities to work cooperatively with stakeholders? 

The work on deliberate apathy in government around issues of race in the Netherlands is 

limited. In this chapter I address my research questions through the lens of politicians. I 

examine how members of government position themselves within the Black Pete debate. 

I consider which themes appear in political debates that involve Pete and how he is 
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utilized in this type of political discourse. In addition, I discuss the role of political 

alignment and interest convergence in the attitudes expressed. 

The analysis shows that central to the politicians’ understanding of Pete is an 

emotional connection. The protection of childhood and tradition are the basis of both 

right-wing pro-Pete and centrist neutral standpoints, while the left-wing anti-Pete point of 

view uses these themes to point out both the disparate experiences of Black children and 

the changing nature of tradition. Additionally, a focus on the preservation of free speech 

and contention over the role of government are addressed. The way Pete is used by right-

wing politicians in particular, however, emphasizes the extent to which the Black Pete 

debate is not just about the potential change of a children’s festival, but about the 

challenging of the status quo, the maintaining of racial hierarchies, and the affective 

power of memory.   

Recurring Government Agents  

Since the beginning of the modern Black Pete debate, there have been two general 

elections. The results of those elections show the progression of some of the polarization 

in Dutch politics. Table 1 shows the allocation of seats in the House in the years that are 

discussed in this dissertation. 
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Party 201112 2012 2017 
VVD 31* 41* 33* 
PvdA 30 38* 9 
PVV 2413* 15 20 
CDA 21* 13 19* 
SP 15 15 14 
D66 10 12 19* 
GroenLinks 10 4 14 
ChristenUnie 5 5 5* 
SGP 2 3 3 
PvdD 2 2 5 
50+ - 2 4 
DENK - - 3 
FvD - - 2 

 

Table 1: Allocation of Seats in Dutch House of Representatives 2011-2019 (* forms 

ruling coalition) 

The answers in the parliamentary Q&As are written by representatives of a 

ministry, usually the minister themselves or the state secretary. Some ministries house 

“ministers without portfolio”, who are charged with specific issues under the umbrella of 

its larger mission statement. The Dutch cabinet currently consists of 12 ministries, five of 

which have come to concern themselves with the Black Pete discussion. At times the 

representative of one ministry answers on behalf of multiple ministries. Most frequently 

involved is the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom relations. Least involved is the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which answers 1 set of questions. The following are brief 

descriptions of the involved ministries, their current representatives and purviews.  

                                                

12 The result of a snap election in 2010. 

13 The PVV was part of the coalition through an agreement that would see them give the government 

support without holding cabinet seats. 
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The Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations (“the Interior”) formulates 

policy and are responsible for its implementation — one of their central issues is the 

question of democracy and the upholding of the constitution. Its current minister is Kasja 

Ollongren, who is a member of Democrats 66 (or “D66”), a progressive liberal party. She 

is also a deputy prime minister. The state secretary for the Interior is Raymond Knops, a 

member of the Christian Democratic Appeal (“CDA”), which is a center-left party.  

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment (“Social Affairs”), though 

sounding as though it ought to be concerned with socio-cultural policy, is actually 

primarily focused on economic issues. One of these being migration and integration into 

the job market. Its current minister is Wouter Koolmees, D66 member, and its state 

secretary is Tamara van Ark, of the People's Party for Freedom and Democracy (“VVD” 

for Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie). 

The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (“ECS”) oversees a rather broad 

range of topics. They are charged with maintaining access to and the quality of all levels 

of the Dutch education system. Additionally, they deal with the arts and cultural 

conservation. ECS is also responsible for policy regarding public broadcasting, which 

will be discussed specifically the next chapter. Its current minister is Ingrid van 

Engelshoven, member of D66. There is no current state secretary, but Arie Slob is 

currently serving as the broadly titled minister for primary and secondary education and 

media. He is a member of the Christian Union (CU), a socially conservative, 

economically progressive center-right party. 

The Ministry of Justice and Security (“J&S”) is, as its title suggests, tasked with 

maintaining a safe and just society for all citizens. Notably, in its mission statement, the 
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ministry acknowledges that this might require “intervening in their lives” (Ministerie van 

Justitie En Veiligheid, n.d.). The current minister of J&S is Ferdinand Grapperhuis, 

member of CDA. The state secretary is Ankie Broekers-Knol, member of VVD. She is 

also listed as minister for migration. Sander Dekker, VVD member, is minister without 

portfolio, functioning as minister for legal protection.  

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (“FA”) is, suitably, responsible for foreign 

relations. Its minister is Stef Blok, VVD member. The minister for foreign trade and 

development cooperation is Sigrid Kaag, who had previously served as interim minister 

of foreign affairs in 2018.  

Although the answers in the Q&As are provided by ministers, the questions must 

come from members of parliament. Although a wide variety of members and parties are 

represented in these materials, a number of recurring players do create an image of how 

party lines on this issue may be drawn.  

The ministers mentioned above belong to the four parties that make up the 

majority coalition that has existed since 2017. Mark Rutte, leader of the VVD, has been 

prime minister for the timeframe being looked at here (2011-2019). The current cabinet is 

known as the third Rutte Kabinet. It is the most varied coalition. The first Rutte cabinet 

consisted only of VVD and CDA members. The second only of members of VVD and the 

Dutch Labour Party (Partij van de Arbeid or “PvdA”), which, like CDA, is a center-left 

party. The current cabinet includes many more socially progressive ministers, as D66 is 

more liberal than other coalition parties. However, all parties involved would be 

considered, to some extent, moderate.  



 140 

That the opposition parties are explicitly right or left wing is reflected in their 

involvements in the Black Pete debate. While some questions are sent in by members of 

moderate parties, this tends to be the case when Black Pete is only tangential to the 

matter at hand. The main parties asking questions specifically pertinent are those parties 

in the opposition with more explicitly right or left leaning ideologies. This includes the 

Socialist Party (“SP”), GreenLeft (“GL”), and DENK, on the left, and the Party for 

Freedom (Partij voor de Vrijheid or “PVV”) on the right.  

Recurring Themes 

Childhood and Tradition 

As with common in the Black Pete controversy, government officials regularly 

draw connections between Sinterklaas and childhood. Indeed, this recurring theme 

underpins a number of other recurring arguments. It is worth remembering here, and 

throughout the rest of this dissertation, that the children so key to the emotional argument 

made by both sides of this debate have little-to-no voice in this matter. When Selçuk 

Öztürk repeats the prime ministers plea for children not to be confronted with angry 

protesters, he asks if it were to become policy to deny people their freedom of speech 

(24e vergadering, 2017)? There is always this tension between protecting the child, and 

protecting the idea of democracy. Childhood is a discursive device used to parse the 

problems of adults, as Pete, we will see, is a device used to parse the remaining effects of 

colonialism. Even when people discuss the future of Black Pete as though they are 

planning future celebrations in their schools and homes, these discussions are based in the 

memories of their own experiences. Young children experiencing Sinterklaas for the first 

few times will have not created these attachments. Thus, this is a grown-up game. This 
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can be seen in a fear of losing this celebration as a whole, and the frequent assurances 

that change does not mean loss. 

Thus, those who believe the Sinterklaas festival can evolve, frame this as creating 

a festival for “all children”. However, unlike arguments made in nostalgic newspaper 

think pieces, where Sinterklaas celebrations of the past are recalled with fondness or 

despair, most references here are aimed towards the well-being of present-day children. 

Policy makers insist that the goal of any conversation on Black Pete should be “a 

celebration for all children” (Asscher & Klijnsma, December 7, 2016). This kind of 

strategy seems, however, contained to those more centrist and left-leaning politicians. 

The acknowledgement of the idea that Sinterklaas is not already a happy time for all 

Dutch children would run counter to the messaging of parties like the PVV. For those 

members of parliament vocal in their disapproval of Pete, it is an effective approach. As 

Öztürk impresses on his audience: “Children with a darker skin are bullied and 

continuously called Black Pete. There is no interest in the psychological pain of these 

children. Thus, for many children Sinterklaas is not a party at all” (54e vergadering, 

2017). The cabinet has, by this point, recognized the fact that children experience 

discrimination, and that racial discrimination tends to worsen around Sinterklaas time 

(Asscher, November 21, 2016; Van der Steur, November 1, 2016). Still, with these 

statements comes placation: “At the same time the government finds it important to 

emphasize that this does not make those who always celebrate the children’s festival with 

joy, racist” (Asscher, November 21, 2016). At its core, Sinterklaas is no more about 

children than adults, for there would be no presents and festivities if parents did not 
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involve themselves. As Kees Verhoeven points out, Sinterklaas is a holiday that both 

parent and child are capable of putting a contemporary spin on (54e vergadering, 2017).  

The question of whose job it is to socialize children to realize Black Pete is not an 

accurate representation of Black people, comes up a number of times. It is acknowledged 

that Sinterklaas is celebrated at schools as well as in the home. The children’s 

ombudsman tasks parents and schools with creating an enjoyable Sinterklaas for all 

children (Asscher, November 21, 2016). When VVD representative Helma Lodders 

raised the question of parents’ responsibilities in raising empathetic children, Secretary 

Martijn van Dam pointed out the amount of time children spent at school. He gave the 

example of healthy eating: in his daughter’s class children no longer received pepernoten 

(a gingerbread-like confectionary) from Pete, but mandarin oranges (27e vergadering, 

2016). This change in Sinterklaas tradition was to raise children with better habits, and 

would a change to Pete’s appearance not do the same? D66 representative Verhoeven 

stated his belief that homes, schools, shops, and parades - all common places for a Black 

Pete to appear - should be free to present whatever kind of Petes they would like (54e 

vergadering, 2017). In 2015, Harm Beertema of the PVV attempted to get a motion 

passed to have “Western norms, values, and traditions” taught as part of the standard 

curriculum (18e vergadering, 2015). These stalwarts of Western civilization included 

both Sinterklaas and Dutch history in general. The motion was struck down, in part due 

to objections to the inclusion of Sinterklaas as a Western tradition, which some saw as a 

blatant use of the debate to further a larger agenda. Still, this attempt trying to codify the 

tradition cannot be seen as a solitary thing. 
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The importance of Black Pete as a quintessential Dutch tradition is brought up 

often. A continually repeated line in letters and written answers is “the Sinterklaas 

festival is a centuries old tradition that is shaped by society”. Members of all parties, 

from the most extreme to the most moderate use tradition as a tool to frame their 

message. Monasch, for example, states Sinterklaas and Black Pete are part of Dutch 

tradition, and those who do not like it will have to adapt to the tradition (54e vergadering, 

2017). Prime minister Rutte uses the idea that traditions are shaped by the people as an 

excuse for inaction, stating “the population decides Black Pete’s look and the content of 

the Sinterklaas celebration and not politics” (54e vergadering, 2017). In this way, 

tradition is a useful concept, just vague enough change based on context, and just salient 

enough to draw emotion from the citizenry. 

On the note of Black Pete as part of Dutch cultural heritage, the point is made that 

heritage is not static. Even that placating recurring line alludes to this: “shaped by the 

people”. Members of parliament sympathetic to those opposing Black Pete tend to refer 

to tradition in a past-tense. The age of the holiday and its generational memory is never 

forgotten. However, these memories also allow for previous changes to be pointed out. 

As SP member van Raak tells his colleagues: “The characteristic of traditions is precisely 

that they are continually changing” (54e vergadering, 2017). The Prime Minister doubles 

down on this: “The image of Black Pete from halfway through the nineteenth century [...] 

is different than the Black Pete proposed in this bill” (54e vergadering, 2017). Voortman 

of GroenLinks even goes so far as to go back to the first official arrival procession that 

included Pete, back in 1934, thus calling into question how old a tradition must be to be 

unchangeable (54e vergadering, 2017). Beckman of SP, an archeologist, notes an old 
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tradition of sacrificing people to the peat bogs to highlight that sometimes traditions are 

justifiably abolished (107e vergadering, 2018). These uses of the historical trajectory of 

Sinterklaas, and tradition in the Netherlands in general, highlight that, even though the 

general stance on Pete appears relatively neutral, there is an undercurrent of resistance to 

the idea that change is by definition harmful. However, as noted, the permeable nature of 

tradition as a concept allows both sides to use it as a rhetorical device. 

There are those to whom changes to Pete are equivalent to the destruction of 

Dutch colonial history. Although Voortman insists that regardless of intention, Black 

Pete exists because of colonization (54e vergadering, 2017), the value of this history is 

debated. A 2018 government-commissioned report (Van Gorp et al., 2018) reveals 

colonial history is often associated with Black Pete. The ways in which the Dutch history 

of colonialism and slavery are dealt with are, according to this report, contrasted with the 

notion of a progressive society (Van Gorp et al., 2018). Since the lasting effects of this 

era have not been appropriately dealt with, anything that is tangentially connected to it 

can be sharply rejected, as is the case with Black Pete (Van Gorp et al., 2018). To the 

right-wing parties in parliament, however, this argument holds no ground. Bosma, at one 

point, even alludes to the connection between Pete and colonialism being a left-wing 

conspiracy meant to poison children’s minds (107e vergadering, 2018). Colonial history 

is, to them, truly the Golden Age is it so often called in textbooks. Bosma calls it 

“glorious” and in need of protection (107e vergadering, 2018). Doing anything to Pete 

would, for them, be a precursor to the removal of other colonial remnants, such as the 

renaming of streets named after colonial heroes such as Witte de With or Jan Pieterszoon 

Coen. This, says Bosma, is all part of an anti-Dutch agenda (107e vergadering, 2018). 
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Indeed, Sinterklaas and Black Pete are presented as central to what it means to be 

Dutch on several occasions. The PVV and like-minded parties use the threat of losing 

“Dutchness” as a central part of most statements made in the meetings and letters 

analyzed for this chapter. Prime Minister Rutte articulates this aptly: “Fact is also that 

Black Pete’s appearance has become a symbol of the question if the Netherlands will stay 

the Netherlands” (54e vergadering, 2017). What he does not touch upon, however, is that 

this question comes only from those who believe in an idealized version of a static Dutch 

identity of eras long past. Verhoeven represents the thoughts of those opposed to this 

notion: “But it is a farce to think everything used to be better” (54e vergadering, 2017). 

Still, Black Pete as a symbol of Dutchness is a key strategy for the right-wing parties. It is 

difficult to deny the vehemence placed behind this idea when hearing statement like this 

one by Bosma:  

If Black Pete falls, the politically correct hyenas will only become more 
motivated to attack all symbols of our culture: our flag, our statues, our street 
names, our Christmas, our national anthem, our May the 4th celebration, our 
Dutch language: they will label everything as non-inclusive and not diverse. (36e 
vergadering, 2017) 
 

Pete, it seems, is the domino that would make all the others fall. The use of words like 

hyenas to refer to left-wing, and even moderate, individuals is a good representation of 

the tone of much of the right-wing populist parties, both in terms of this issue and others 

in the same vein. There is a single-mindedness and consistency to their rhetoric that is not 

matched by any of the other government actors in this debate. 

Ultimately childhood and tradition are threads that weave through many of the 

other talking points found in these government communiqués. Understanding that these 

themes are the underpinning of all other arguments is key to understanding the tenuous 
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balance being struck between the practical and emotional sides of this issue. Fear and 

anger are true drivers when it comes to Black Pete, but the government’s role in general 

is supposed to be a rational one. The affective nature of the Black Pete debate means it is 

not one that is easily solved through funding or legislation. Additionally, one can 

question how much of what is said is truly about issues with Pete versus how often Pete 

is used to articulate the larger societal situation. The volatile nature of the debate and the 

parties involved make this an easy situation to politicize, but a difficult one to make 

policy out of. One result of this is that policy makers grasp on to the parts of the problem 

for which there are more straightforward positions. 

Public Safety and the Right to Protest 

An incident with the children’s ombudsman in 2016 highlighted the potential for 

violence towards officials that take sides in the conflict. After the ombudsman concluded 

that Black Pete can be seen as a racist caricature that contributes to the bullying of 

children, she recommended changes. This led to threats on her life (7e vergadering, 

2016). Questions arise on how the government is going to deal with the ombudsman’s 

findings regarding children’s experiences of Black Pete. The event led to many questions 

regarding public safety and free speech, as well as the unwillingness of the cabinet to 

intervene in the Black Pete issue. Kuzu requested a letter clarifying the cabinet’s position 

on changes to the holiday, as well as a debate in the chamber. He received the letter (in 

Q&A format) but not the debate. In the letter questions such as “what will you do about 

the fact that children face discrimination based on the color of their skin year-round, but 

it gets worse around Sinterklaas-time?” and “are you aware that the threats received by 

the ombudsman are unfortunately also sent to the addresses of others who criticize Black 
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Pete?”, very pointedly highlight the suffering of children and the ineffectiveness of 

existing measures (Van der Steur, November 1, 2016). The answers remain evasive. 

Although in one letter the minister does admit that “in the rendering of Black Pete, 

negative stereotyping can play a role”, overall no resolution is given. Thus, although 

some movement is made, very little is achieved. 

The only actionable issue raised by the situation with the ombudsman seems to be 

the general safety issues that arise with any civil unrest. In 2014 Minister Asscher stated 

his concern with “the image of increasing intolerance in the Netherlands,” including the 

grievances surrounding Black Pete being solved with violence (30e vergadering, 2014). 

Helder of the PVV lamented the need for a 600-person police presence at the 2018 arrival 

procession (25e vergadering, 2018). The fact that Sinterklaas is a children’s festival is 

brought up often when it comes to these concerns. Compromising their enjoyment of the 

festivities is a not unlikely outcome of such events. Figuring out how to balance a 

positive experience for the children with the right of adults to voice their opinions is a 

dilemma that is continually in question (Ollongren, March 21, 2019b). However, as 

Buitenweg of GroenLinks points out in 2018, anti-Pete protesters in that year were 

peacefully on the sidelines with signs. The real problems arose when anti-Pete protesters 

were met with pro-Pete protesters (25e vergadering, 2018). 

Regarding the actions of activists during protests, the focus seems to generally be 

on the ways in which the two sides are treated. As is common, the more extreme parties 

disagree on this issue. When Helder states the 2018 protests were “shameful on all sides”, 

Buitenweg’s response is forceful: “It was not shameful on both sides. There was a protest 

on one side and it was shameful on the other” (25e vergadering, 2018). What becomes 
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apparent in going over the parts of the debate transcripts that deal with in-person 

activism, is a great deal of “both sides are bad” rhetoric from the moderate camps. When 

deemed useful, right-wing politicians may co-opt this point of view, as Helder did above. 

The following statement by the Prime Minister encapsulates the overarching framing of 

this issue quite well:  

The point I have been trying to make is that I would find it logical, specifically 
because of the magic of the whole children’s festival, is that, in any case, we as 
adults cannot bother the children with the extremes of the debate. The normal 
discussion can be had with children present, but we cannot bother our children 
with the extremes. Regardless, I think the norm must be that we all act like adults 
when children are nearby. (25e vergadering, 2018)  
 

The idea is that, because children are involved, any action beyond civilized discussion - 

for which the Prime Minister provides no definition - should be out of bounds. However, 

as Paternotte of D66 points out, and Rutte eventually concedes to, the side that engaged 

in extreme behavior in 2018 was the pro-Pete side (25e vergadering, 2018). During this 

event anti-Pete protesters on the sidelines were pelted with eggs and cans. It is noticeable 

that on many occasions the right-wing parties are quick to lament the suppression they 

feel from the left-wing, but during moments like these they attempt to minimize their 

own bad behavior by treating all actions as equal. This kind of strategy can be just as 

effective in calling for an end to the kind of speech that does not align with theirs.  

Thus, central to the question of public safety is, as with that of tradition, the extent 

to which the right to protest is central to Dutchness. The Law for Public Demonstrations 

(Wet openbare manifestaties, or ‘wom’) is tied to various articles in the Dutch 

constitution (6, 7, and 9), which dictate the rights to organize and take part in such 
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organizations, as well to freedom of speech14. Despite the conflicting opinions on when 

and where protests should be allowed, the importance of this law and what it represents is 

not forgotten. Van Tongeren of GroenLinks speaks for more than just her own party 

when she says: “This minister will agree with me that freedom of speech is a foundation 

on which this parliamentary democracy rests” (49e vergadering, 2017). Minister Asscher 

agrees in a 2017 letter: 

In this way everyone can have his or her opinion, practice religion, and make their 
own choices about for example sexual preference, choice of partner, or clothing. 
It is these differences that form the core of our freedom. But this freedom can 
only exist if everyone is ready to defend this for others. (Plasterk & Asscher, 
January 31, 2017) 
 

The rights of free speech and protest are continuously reiterated as integral to Dutch 

democracy. Yet, in the almost decade since Quincy Dario’s first protests, no consensus 

has been reached as to what to do when citizens on differing sides of an issue exercise 

these rights simultaneously. The 2017 incident on the A7 highway to Dokkum is 

probably the best example of how this inability to mediate effectively can reach a boiling 

point. 

The Dokkum incident comes up frequently, for reasons stretching from equal 

treatment of activists to reasons for government intervention. For the 2017 arrival of 

Sinterklaas in the Frisian city of Dokkum, the anti-Pete group Kick Out Zwarte Piet had 

planned a protest. After a pro-Pete individual put a call to action on Facebook a number 

of people created a blockade on the A7 (Jaarverslag 2018, 2018). Several cars were 

                                                

14 http://burgemeesters.nl/bevoegdheden/manifestaties 
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damaged in this incident, and creating dangerous situations like this is a criminal offense 

(“Rechtzaak Tegen A7,” 2018). 34 individuals were eventually sentenced to community 

service (Werkstraffen Voor Blokkeerders, 2018). Although the anti-Pete protesters would 

still have been able to go to Dokkum, the mayor canceled the protest, an action later also 

called into question for violating ‘wom’ (Dupuy, 2020). Dokkum has subsequently been 

used as a shorthand for both the conservative approach to Pete and the epitome of the 

clash of ideologies at play. Kuzu asks his colleagues to consider: Did the children with 

alternative Petes in Amsterdam and the Hague have any less of a positive experience than 

those in Dokkum (24e vergadering, 2017)? Meanwhile the mayor can please no one. His 

decision to put a stop to the 2017 protest is used to highlight the violation of those rights 

held core to democracy (24e vergadering, 2017).Yet his attempt to glean a better 

understanding of the situation is derided as “negotiating with terrorists” (100e 

vergadering, 2018). The national government has at varying moments attempted to use 

local authorities to keep the Pete situation contained, including in 2017 (Ollongren, 

December 22, 2017), but with a lack of clarity on if any governing body can control the 

narrative on Black Pete, these collaborations have born little fruit. 

The Role of the Government 

The tension between the responsibilities of local and national governing bodies is 

a frequent matter of debate. A particular point of contention is what the government can 

do in the case of demonstrations. Although some members of parliament ask the cabinet 

this question, the response is generally to deflect responsibility. Some variation on “the 

law public demonstration gives the mayor the authority to attach conditions and 

restrictions to demonstrations or ban them” (Ollongren, December 22, 2017) is often 
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repeated. This is not always seen as a satisfactory response. If we take the Dokkum case, 

for example, the mayor’s decision to stop the protest after the counter-activist action on 

the highway is called into question by many. It is noted that a mayor may have to defend 

such decisions to the city council or a judge (Ollongren, March 21, 2019a), but 

parliament washes their hands of the matter. The national government distancing 

themselves from the issue here is emblematic of a larger lack of resources and strategies 

to deal with this kind of cultural contention. Ceding power over this matter to local 

authorities and thus decentralizing changes does not address the fact that this is a 

conversation on a national scale. Federal government has resources (funds, research, 

space, personnel) to direct towards finding solutions; municipal governments often do 

not. Even so, when the federal government does attempt to work with municipal 

governments, these endeavors can be problematic. 

Somewhat paternalistically, more training for mayors to help them deal with 

protesters is often brought up as a catch all solution. The government maintaining a role 

in making sure municipal authorities can deal with any issues brought up by Black Pete is 

brought up in both 2017 and 2019. In 2017, the minister of Social Affairs acknowledges 

“the government can play a role in facilitating respectful dialogue” and that to this end 

the ministry maintains contacts “with stakeholders and municipalities to signal tensions 

and come to peaceful conversations” (Ollongren, December 22, 2017). In the summer of 

2019, the minister, in collaboration with the National ombudsman and the Dutch  Society 

for Mayors (Nederlands Genootschap van Burgemeesters), organized a meeting about the 

right to protest (Ollongren, June 26, 2019). As has become expected from the 

government’s communication regarding their plans for dealing with Pete and the related 
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discord, these attempts to work with the municipalities are vague and largely undefined. 

All the minister can say is that the 2019 meeting will have the events surrounding 

Sinterklaas as an “important theme” (Ollongren, June 26, 2019). These statements are 

simply a variation on other repeated platitudes: the government can assist but is 

ultimately not responsible.  

While the ministers under fire tend to remain steadfast in their commitment to 

neutrality, those members of parliament placing real stakes on this issue find fault in both 

action and inaction. The right-wing parties often accuse the cabinet and members of 

parliament of actively trying to destroy Dutch culture. Bosma of the PVV, for example, 

stated: “In practice the tradition is being broken from above by stalinistic SP-leaders” 

(107e vergadering, 2018). Their framing of tradition-changing is not one of organic 

evolution, but of malicious interference by the government. Even the attempts of local 

governments to adapt are seen in this light:  

Will the minister stick to his position that our dear Black Pete is black and will 
just stay black, and will there finally come an end to the campaign by all those 
mayors and former-minister Asscher at the time to ruin our Black Pete? Because 
there is not a discussion in society, Black Pete is being destroyed from above by 
the Dutch government. That is what is happening. (25e vergadering, 2018) 
 

This kind of harsh, affective blame game made by the leading coalition is common for 

the PVV. The left-wing parties are not much more pleased, it should be noted, but point 

to inaction rather than action. More common for these members is a persistent prodding 

for people to make their viewpoints public. Where the PVV sees bias in most actions, 

members like Kuzu for example demand a break with the neutral stance repeatedly: 

“Why will the children’s ombudsman take a position on Black Pete, but you continue to 

postpone this topic by not taking a position?” (Van der Steur, November 1, 2016). This 
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line of questioning is generally met with the expected answer: this is a matter for the 

people. Still, both sides make active attempts for some kind of government involvement. 

Motions that specifically deal with Pete have been made on several occasions. 

Parties of both extreme ideological persuasions have at some point attempted to officially 

bring Black Pete to the floor. Early on, in 2013, Bosma and Wilders proposed a motion to 

make Black Pete officially black (25e vergadering, 2013). Almost all non-PVV party 

members voted against this, with Bisschop of the SGP calling it “too black and white” 

(25e vergadering, 2013). After what some considered a too liberal view on Pete, a motion 

to remove power over the Sinterklaasjournaal, a mock newscast about Sinterklaas, from 

the public broadcaster NRT was also shut down (31e vergadering, 2014). Another 

motion, in 2015, to mandate certain values, including Pete, in curriculums, was also 

rejected (18e vergadering, 2015). In 2017, left-wing politician Öztürk took a page out of 

this playbook, putting forth a motion to deny federal assistance in Sinterklaas 

celebrations unless Black Pete is removed. This was also rejected, in part because the 

minister believed it should remain a local issue (23e vergadering, 2017). In 2018, 

Azarkan of DENK had more success with a motion for the government to begin a 

dialogue with municipalities and socio-cultural organizations (25e vergadering, 2018). 

Overall, however, the government has rejected opportunities to further debate or consider 

Pete amongst themselves in an official capacity. It is notable, that the PVV, who often 

take deviation from this neutral stance as hostile, put the most effort into the government 

legislating Pete. 

Most notably, PVV proposed a law canonizing Pete as black in 2014. The 

existence of this proposed law in and of itself is not surprising. However, within the 
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context of both the PVV’s general anger at what they perceive as government 

interference and the governments explicit, repeated refusal to take a side, this was a bold 

proposition. While motions are quickly heard and voted on, bills such as this one take 

more time and effort. The law was proposed in 2014, but not voted on until 2017. In 

terms of highlighting the government’s role in the Black Pete debate to the public, this 

bill forced more transparency. It showed that there were members of the government 

actively attempting to make Pete an official issue, and that the neutral stance so often 

repeated was tenuous at best. The summary of how this bill progressed (Initiatiefvoorstel-

Bosma, n.d.) shows who was involved in creating and defending the law, but also that a 

motion by Monash to officially state Sinterklaas is not a matter of cabinet was struck 

down. What motions, laws, and parliamentary meetings like these show is that, like 

society at large, the government has no consensus and no solutions. 

Threat of the Right Wing 

The generally centrist Dutch coalitions have, as so many European governments, 

had to cope with increasing pushback from right-wing populists in newer parties. A 

government report from 2016 indicated the rise of left-wing sentiment early in the time 

covered here, with extreme-right violence rising from 17 reported incidents to 42 

between 2013 and 2013 ( Asscher, February 9, 2016). In 2014, Recourt of the PvdA 

described the Dutch situation as following: 

If a seemingly innocent discussion about Black Pete opens up big emotions and 
dominates the media for months, you have to conclude that there is more wrong in 
the Netherlands, something more fundamental. And that is that the Netherlands is 
insecure. People are uncertain. People wonder if they are still welcome here. 
People wonder if they are still safe here. That counts for newcomers as well as 
people whose families have lived in the Netherlands for centuries. (28e 
vergadering, 2014) 
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This describes the socio-political atmosphere in the Netherlands in this time period 

relatively well, touching on both the fears of the right and minorities. The root of the 

vehemence in which the extremes of this multi-party system are using Pete as a tool for 

battle can be seen in this description: insecurity. As Jesse Klaver of GroenLinks says: 

“The socio-cultural contradictions between groups of people are increasing in our 

country” (2e vergadering, 2016). The problematic nature of much of the rhetoric of 

parties like the PVV aside, it is important to remember that the heart of the Black Pete 

matter lies in public sentiment. These parliamentary meetings, letters, and documents 

exist because citizens are taking action. The aggressive nature of the PVV’s approach and 

use of Pete may have been called “utter nonsense” (25e vergadering, 2018) by the prime 

minister, but for their purposes it is effective. While Pete is not insignificant, he is only a 

small symptom of a larger issue. The use of his image as a weapon in this ideological war 

may be attributed to his status as an easily recognizable symptom. 

The connection between pro-Pete and right-wing rhetoric is often made by 

members of parliament. Minister Asscher, for example, describes an incident in 2015 

where Afro-Dutch television personality Humberto Tan received abuse online after 

showing a piece questioning Black Pete. He calls this: “A symbol of the fact that there is 

truly still some work to do”. Some of his colleagues would call this an understatement. 

Öztürk describes his experience of the situation: “Criticism of Black Pete is not 

appreciated in the Netherlands. Those who openly criticize are silenced and can also 

count on a load of racist abuse. People born and raised in the Netherlands are told to go 

back to their own country” (54e vergadering, 2017). A 2017 report tells us the Black Pete 

discussion regularly results in hate speech and death threats (Plasterk & Asscher, 2017). 
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This can be seen in the behavior towards public figures such as the children’s 

ombudsman or Humberto Tan, but it should not be expected to stay contained to those 

kinds of targets. Just the descriptions of how pro-Pete activists have behaved towards 

anti-Pete activists prove this. Aside from the oft-referenced Dokkum incident, Paternotte 

describes how anti-Pete protesters were pelted with eggs and beer cans and berated with 

racist language and Nazi-salutes (25e vergadering, 2018). Kuzu expresses what this says 

about Dutch society well: “The power of democracy depends on how the majority deals 

with the minority. If the discussion around the racist caricature Black Pete were a 

barometer, we would score a strong fail” (24e vergadering, 2017). In this way, both sides 

of the aisle, in different ways, connect the outcome of the Pete debate with the future of 

Dutch society. 

The words from the more right-leaning members of parliament themselves 

generally tie protection of Black Pete to other “threats” to the survival of Dutch culture. 

As Verhoeven of D66 states, right-wing parties equate the mere act of discussing Black 

Pete to “a form of capitulation, surrendering the Dutch identity” (54e vergadering, 2017). 

The right-wing parties are not subtle about their point. At one point Bosma says: “The 

battle against Black Pete is part of a war against our culture and our traditions” (36e 

vergadering, 2017). The motion made by Bosma’s fellow PVV member in 2015 to 

require Dutch ‘values’, including Pete, be taught in schools (18e vergadering, 2015), 

highlights the extent to which they frame Pete as core to the Dutch identity.  

“The Netherlands First” 

An overarching message about prioritizing the Netherlands comes across in 

frequent conflation of anti-Pete messaging and foreign interference. This, again, is an 
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explicit message. In 2019, Geert Wilders states: “We have to put our own people first 

again: the Dutch first. Our country, our money, for the Dutch again” (2e vergadering, 

2019). This is a natural comparison to - and extension of - Donald Trump’s “America 

First” slogan. Both globalization as a general force and international judgement towards 

Black Pete specifically draw ire in this “Dutch First” framing. The United Nations 

specifically condemned the Black Pete tradition as racist in 2015, which pleased neither 

the right-wing factions nor the moderate ruling coalition (106e vergadering, 2015). On 

this UN decision, Agema of the PVV said: “... those terrible United Nations [...] with 

their terrible refugee agreement and their hate campaign against our Black Pete…” (35e 

Vergadering, 2015). Bosma doubles down on this: 

This UN-club ties Black Pete to racism, discrimination, slavery, etcetera, etcetera, 
like we are waiting for their judgement. The bad this is, however, that the cabinet 
in its reaction seems to agree with all this anti-racist nonsense and is preparing to 
abolish our dear Black Pete. The cabinet should keep out of that. The cabinet 
should stand tall for our national culture and thus should fight for Black Pete. (18e 
vergadering, 2015) 
 

They tie this ‘interference’ with other aspects of globalization they do not like. This 

includes “the internationalization of the Amsterdam city center” (100e vergadering, 

2018), “sustainability enforced by a horde Bolsheviks in Brussels” (31e vergadering, 

2013), and “developmental aid, even though the people, at least the majority of the 

people, do not want it” (5e vergadering, 2017). Bosma believes these issues (and many 

adjacent ones) to be contributing to the destruction of national and local roots (100e 

vergadering, 2018). In this way of looking at it, there would be no criticism of Pete 

without foreign perspectives, and anyone not appreciative of him is thus not Dutch. 

Even joint research with Belgians, a common ally and country with its own 

Sinterklaas tradition, is looked upon with suspicion. DeBuren, a Flemish-Dutch institute 
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aimed at stimulating cultural debate, put together a “Petepact” in 2016. The basis of this 

pact is that Sinterklaas should be welcome for all, and for this it needs to be celebrated 

without racial stereotyping (Bussemaker, December 2, 2016). Unsurprisingly, this was 

not met well by pro-Pete individuals and organizations. A Question and Answer 

document about the pact reveals an attempt was made to defund this institute. The 

following question is asked:  

What do you think about the fact that the Flemish-Dutch House deBuren, as an 
organization connecting two different countries, is now being used as a one-sided 
political vehicle to wage war against Zwarte Piet, while also treating our southern 
neighbors with contempt? (Bussemaker, December 2, 2016) 
 

They also ask for subsidies to be withdrawn. This request is, however, rebuffed, as the 

minister states: “The organization of debates on social issues that exist in Flanders and 

the Netherlands is an explicit part of DeBuren's assignment. If there is commotion about 

such a debate, that is no reason to withdraw the subsidy”. This attempt to stifle not just 

inquiry into Pete, but international collaboration in this inquiry, is emblematic of the 

right-wing approach to Pete over the years. Interference is only acceptable when it 

maintains their preferred status quo. 

Immigration is commonly blamed for weakening this status quo and warping the 

priorities of the government. Immigration by definition brings foreigners into the country, 

which means it cannot be reconciled with a “Dutch first” mentality. De Graaf of the PVV 

accuses a minister of colluding with immigrants to destroy Black Pete. In what seems to 

cross into conspiracy theory territory, he states:  

Better yet, the minister conducted without any democrative monitoring — yes, 
without any democratic monitoring — four backroom meetings with mostly the 
public broadcaster and some other Dutch culture haters to murder the Dutch 
culture hero, a folkhero, a piece of heritage, namely Black Pete. (31e vergadering, 
2016) 
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Again, this kind of phrasing is harsh and unrelenting, framing an attempt by the 

government to gather information that might better inform policy as unquestionably 

backhanded and anti-Dutch. Bosma places mass-migration (by whatever definition) and 

loss of Pete alongside other potential threats to Dutchness such as “English at 

universities, giving power to Brussels, [...], bringing history back to slavery and 

crusades” (100e vergadering, 2018). Considering the abundance of these examples, it is 

not unusual for those on the other side of the political spectrum to associate these people 

and parties with racism and hate speech. However, inextricable from the hostility towards 

‘outsiders’ is the idea that any criticism of their rhetoric is an attack on the party and the 

people. 

General Right Wing Rhetoric 

Much of the blame is put on the “liberal elite” for being out of touch with Dutch 

values. This is connected to both the idea that political correctness is harmful and that the 

‘elites’ are suppressing the will of the common people. In 2013 Van Klaveren says: “A 

recent politically correct low point is the turn the left is making for the anti-Black Pete 

movement” (31e vergadering, 2013). Bosma articulates the message explicitly: “Why are 

we dealing with attacks on Black Pete, Witte de Wit, and Jan Pietszoon Coen, in the 

Netherlands? It is because the elites want it, not because the people want it” (74e 

vergadering, 2018). Elites are mentioned often and without strict definition. It includes 

academics, journalists, politicians who don’t support right-wing populist ideals, artists, 

and any number of unspecified groups. Bosma claims elite politicians will go along with 

anything that will help their careers, but in this mentions only liberal policy: “...diversity, 
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transgender toilets, the war against Black Pete, the hysteria against gas or the climate and 

the little polar bears...” (100e vergadering, 2018). The fact that the PVV has in the 

timespan covered grown into one of the largest presences in parliament does not appear 

to qualify them for elite status. In fact, their framing very deliberately places them away 

from these elites. Bosma says: “The elites that should be standing up for us are turning 

their backs. They look down on us” (100e vergadering, 2018). The right-wing politicians, 

despite their educations and positions, are ‘the people’, us. Any entity that does not fall in 

line with their ideology is, thus, them. 

The media, in particular, is noted for their so-called “liberal bias”. In particular, 

their problem is with the NPO, the national public broadcaster, the entity in charge of 

regulating and maintaining public airspace. Chapter 6 will deal more specifically with the 

NOS, which provides publicly funded newscasts. In 2015, Bosma detailed his specific 

qualms with the NPO15:  

The Council of state also says: the public broadcast carries the Dutch culture. My 
impression is very different: the NPO destroys culture. The NPO systematically 
wrecks Black Pete, our childhood friends who never hurt a fly. The hate campaign 
started with the VARA, has been continued by the EO, and in a moment the NTR 
is going to speak with the minister of Social Affairs about murdering our Black 
Pete. Why does the NTR do this? It seems to me to be in blatant disregard of 
article 7 of the constitution, in other words not having prior permission to express 
an opinion. Why in God’s name is the broadcaster, the NPO, talking about the 
content of television programs with the ministry? (12e Vergadering, 2015) 
 

                                                

15 Note the channels mentioned (VARA, etc) are part of the public broadcasting 

system. 
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Bosma goes on to praise RTL, a commercial channel, for having Black Pete be black. 

The NPO is repeatedly accused of offenses against the people. They get accused of not 

allowing non-liberal voices to speak, including fans of Pete, Trump supporters, and what 

they call “climate realists” (71e vergadering, 2019). They get accused of being in cahoots 

with anti-Pete activists: “One activist presents the NOS-news, and the other activist 

protests on the street against Black Pete, and one promises the other to change the 

reporting” (71e vergadering, 2019). They get accused of breaking the Media Law’s 

standards for journalism (21e vergadering, 2014), and producing fake news (71e 

vergadering, 2019). Finally, another accusation made against the NPO is that they are 

anti-white: “The NPO runs on the leash of the black racists” (107e vergadering, 2018). 

This is another charge laid against the ‘liberal elites’ for defending Pete on a regular 

basis. 

Occasionally, in the process of painting themselves as victims, right-wing 

politicians cry reverse racism. Not only is it said that the NPO practices “anti-white 

racism” (71e vergadering, 2019), but they believe policies that take diversity into account 

are discriminatory. Bosma claims that ethnic minorities are preferred in job searches (96e 

vergadering, 2017). According to research on this topic, the opposite is true (Andriessen, 

2019). It has become apparent that this view comes from the notion that anything given to 

a minority means taking something away from the majority. Ramadan being celebrated, 

to them, is directly connected to the problems facing Black Pete (29e vergadering, 2016). 

You can’t smoke in bars anymore, but since hookah lounges are not affected by this ban, 

this is seen as discrimination (96e vergadering, 2017). These are examples of the same 

conflation of events and concepts that are not directly related through hostile and 



 162 

insulating rhetoric that we have seen coming from the right-wing parties in most other 

elements of this debate. What should be noted in particular is how often this populist 

math involves the perception of taking something away from the white Dutch populace 

and giving something to the Muslim population. Even when it comes to Black Pete, an 

ostensibly Afro-Dutch-centric issue. 

In fact, Islamophobia is rife in the conversation surrounding Black Pete. In the 

same speech where Wilders dreams of “a Netherlands where Black Pete can still just be 

celebrated”, he dreams of “a Netherlands where schoolchildren don’t get Islam shoved 

down their throats” (2e vergadering, 2016). When Beertema laments the “our own 

heritage being declared racist”, he also laments “the islamification of education” (17e 

vergadering, 2016). Referencing Sinterklaas’ Turkish origins, De Graaf complains that 

“A bishop for the old Turkey cannot bring his own helpers — Black Pete must be broken 

— but an imam from Turkey gets all the minister’s help” (31e vergadering, 2016). When 

police officers are told to not take pictures with Black Petes in order to stay neutral, 

Bosma bristles at the idea of hijabs for Muslim police women. “The flag of the jihad on 

the head of our officers” (22e vergadering, 2017), he says. In Amsterdam organizations 

are funded to go by schools and discuss social issues, in response to which Bosma asks 

Muslim councilwoman Fatma Koşer Kaya of D66: 

The D66-college does not give money to organizations that want to go by schools 
to fight against Ramadan, Eid or other mohamedanian business. Where does mrs. 
Koşer Kaya get the idea that ethnic minorities are discriminated against? It is the 
Dutch that are discriminated against, because we are not allowed to celebrate our 
festivals anymore according to D66. (29e vergadering, 2016) 
 

Koşer Kaya calls this accusation “nonsense”, which has become a not uncommon 

sentiment in response to such claims made against these ‘liberal elites’. This seems how 
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these discussions go, emotion and hostility on extreme sides, and bafflement in the 

middle. 

Discussion 

What is key to these themes is the overarching involvement of memory, primarily 

represented by the narratives of childhood and tradition, both of which resonate through 

the other themes. The function of Black Pete as a symbolic, mnemonic device when 

children are evoked is relatively straightforward. The Dutch, even politicians, attach 

value to Black Pete and the Sinterklaasfestival based on their memories of childhood, 

using current children as proxies for reenactments of their own experiences. The same is 

true for calls to tradition, for their experiences were based off the experiences of others, 

going back generations. To change tradition could seem, to some, as the erasure of these 

experiences. These are affective arguments and highlight the fact that at its core Black 

Pete is an affective issue. 

Considering this, the ways the other themes revolve around democracy and 

populism is a logical progression of this nostalgic, memory-based narrative. Populism is 

said to be driven by emotion, negative emotion in particular (Fieschi, 2004; Rico et al., 

2017). Even for topics that are driven by democratic values, such as the right to protest or 

free speech, which are discussed at length at several points, children, and thus affect, is 

the primary framing of the problem. In these situations, where emotion is used to 

(de)motivate another into or out of an action, we may speak of instrumentally rational 

emotions, which “promote behavior that advances the realization of a person’s 

preferences” (Neblo, 2020, p. 923). In this sense emotion is a utility, a discursive tool, 

and thus when Pete is brought into the conversation, so is emotion. This is not necessarily 
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a negative. Reason and emotion are not inherently incompatible. However, for the 

citizenry, it is important to pay attention to when and why it is brought into the 

conversation and by which representatives. 

Keeping in mind the CRT principle of interest convergence and Wagenaar and 

Rodenberg’s (2018) three types of government actors, these themes reveal different types 

of positioning by members of government. Firstly, these findings show how Wagenaar 

and Rodenberg’s trio of actors looks at problem solvers, but not problem users. They 

speak of facilitators in terms of primarily local authorities who grant permits and 

subsidize parades, but members of right-wing parties and centrist parties alike facilitate 

Black Pete through their rhetoric and inaction. By continually referring back to childhood 

and tradition, and thus continually calling up the memories and the associated emotions, 

they are deliberately creating an environment where pro-Pete citizens feel they can and 

should continue with their practices. For both the ruling coalition and the right-wing 

opposition, it is in their personal and political interest to maintain the status quo. Even if 

they are not actively fighting to maintain the tradition, politicians who are attempting to 

remain neutral do this by promoting conformity, which leads them to use the same 

rhetoric as right-wing politicians on many occasions, if only more passively. 

The second type, the passive mediator, is not found in the extremes, who 

dominate this conversation in the Chambers. In essence, we could present the chambers 

themselves as a mediating space, where everyone gets to say their piece. In this sense, the 

politicians continually repeating that Black Pete is a ‘people’s issue’, making every effort 

at neutrality, could count as mediators. However, as said, interest convergence impedes 

their motivation to truly do so. In addition, as the tension between the roles of national 
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and local government is brought up, and the PVV has spoken out against intervention 

from both national and local leaders, any further attempts at mediation between local 

authorities by the national government is not guaranteed success. 

The third type, the active mitigator, also assumes that the government agent is 

hoping for a workable outcome. For the PVV and FvD, in particular, using the emotions 

associated with Pete to rile up their supporters in this interest means a boost in their 

visibility and approval. While for the other parties coming to a solution would work in 

their favor, since the ruling coalition strives for stability and the left-wing parties strive 

for a change, right-wing politicians can actively utilize the anger the debate incites. 

Though left-wing parties frequently center their rhetoric around the first principle of CRT 

– that racism is pervasive and ordinary – and their support for anti-Pete activist could 

thus help them, the goal of the anti-Petes is change, and thus only facilitating change 

would ultimately truly bring them their support.  

What the analysis brings to the foreground is the way in which Black Pete is 

interpreted by these politicians. To them all, he is a national icon with political uses. His 

affective potential is used to strengthen populist arguments, which can capitalize on the 

way not only Pete but the debate permeates through Dutch society. His divisiveness 

makes it easy to slot him into other right-wing arguments, as they are predicated on fear 

of change and displacement. Theirs is a strategy based on ethnic threat, and the 

unacceptability of losing hierarchical power and privilege to people who already feel like 

they are being wronged. Left-wing politicians, too, can take advantage of the already 

existing displacement and anger of Afro-Dutch people and aligned parties, who are trying 

to raise the value of their group in the racial hierarchy, though, as said, bringing the issue 
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to a Pete-less close might bring them more favor. Perhaps the more frustrating finding is 

the dismissive nature of the neutral stance taken by centrists who espouse traditionalism 

with just an edge more empathy than their right-wing colleagues, but are fundamentally 

more invested in maintaining their politician advantages than investigating solutions or 

mediating discussions between actors who might be able to enact change. 

In fact, activists are only brought up in the plenary debates to discuss protests, but 

very little time is spent on their motivations and none on their solutions. There is no 

interaction between these camps, aside from overlap in rhetoric, as will be further 

discussed in Chapter 6. The media is only addressed in terms of their supposed favoritism 

towards liberal causes. It should be mentioned that these debates and internal 

communications are all available to activists and journalists, and so a one-way form of 

communication does exist, but this does not better inform politicians on the underlying 

issues and larger activist platforms. Although the fact that these agents are addressed at 

all does show the level of awareness politicians have of others’ activities, the lack of 

willingness to mediate and engage that is seen only underlines that to many politicians 

Black Pete is a tool they do not fully understand. The lack of focus on the colonial past, 

which comes up a few times only to be exalted, but is key to the anti-Pete platform and 

associated discussions on systemic racism, in particular, shows that both neutral and anti-

Pete stances in the government are superficial. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

THE SINTERKLAASJOURNAAL AS A RELUCTANT CULTURAL AUTHORITY 

Due to both the ubiquity of Sinterklaas in the average Dutch life, from childhood 

through adulthood, over the past century and a half, Black Pete became part of Dutch 

collective memory. Memory and tradition are part of the feeling of continuity that 

protects national cohesion and identity (Hall, 1996b, pp. 613–615; Wodak et al., 2009, p. 

25). In Chapter 4 I discussed how the current collective memory of Pete differs from his 

conception, based on changing understandings of colonialism, slavery, and the presence 

of Black people in the Netherlands. In this chapter I specifically look to how children’s 

media can contribute to the memory and meaning of Black Pete. 

Media consumption is a way to practice memory and meaning making, this 

includes journalism, as journalists contextualize the past through the present, which 

changes memory over time (Edy, 1999). The way media uses different narrative forms to 

make memory resonate also aids in the process (Kitch, 2005), both for fictional and non-

fictional representations. I have previously written on the long-term Black Pete memory 

work in Dutch newspapers (Vliet, 2019), however, that work only discusses how national 

identity and adult attachments to established childhood memories withstand questioning. 

It does not touch on the beginning of those memories and how the media influences what 

version of Black Pete children take with them into adulthood.  

The Netherlands has a robust public broadcasting system with a mission to serve 

as a forum for all social groups to be represented, educated, and involved in public 

debates (Daalmeijer, 2004, p. 33; van Dijck & Poell, 2015, p. 150). What makes public 

broadcasting important for the Pete issue, in particular, is that its mission is centered 
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towards the citizen, rather than the consumer. Although commercial broadcasting 

contributes to meaning and memory, it is public broadcasting’s purpose to do so. In 

addition, in the Netherlands public channels are amongst the most popular, holding the 

largest market share in 2019 (Jaarrapport TV 2019, 2020, p. 24). In addition, national 

Sinterklaas arrival airs on a public channel (NPO3), which, in 2019, was the most 

watched television event of the year for children under 12 (Jaarrapport TV 2019, 2020, 

p. 14).  

One main channel in the Dutch public broadcasting system is the NTR, which is 

responsible for programming on the “arts and culture, minorities, youth, education and 

background journalism” (Welke Omroepen, n.d.). The NTR’s mock news show the 

Sinterklaasjournaal airs every year starting the approximately a week before the national 

arrival parade and ending on December 5th (“pakjesavond”, the actual day of Sinterklaas). 

On the air since 2001, the Sinterklaasjournaal covers the fictional adventures of Saint 

Nicholas and his Petes in and on their way to the Netherlands, as well as the national 

arrival parade. The show has a number of other segments mimicking real news, often 

featuring children. It has been presented by Dieuwertje Blok in the studio since its 

inception and includes a number of different reporters doing “on the ground” segments.   

The Sinterklaasjournaal is an important factor in how Black Pete’s meaning is 

determined due to the show’s role in making Sinterklaas ‘real’ for children. It draws large 

numbers (Segers, 2019) and is considered by many to be an authority on Sinterklaas 

practices. As Petra Bies (2020) writes in her column for the Eindhovens Dagblad: 

“Because if you have decided black is not acceptable anymore anyway, why didn’t you 

chose for the Sootpetes from the Sinterklaasjournaal? Just about every child watches it, 
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which means Sootpete has in actuality been elevated to the norm.” The decisions the 

Sinterklaasjournaal makes regarding Pete are covered in the media like the activities of 

activists and politicians, and recognized as key in contributing to the changing 

understanding of Pete’s Blackness.  

Although a limited amount of research has been done on how children experience 

Black Pete or Sinterklaas in general (Coenders & Chauvin, 2017; Mesman et al., 2016; 

Olthof & Engelberts-Vaske, 1997), even less research exist on how media influences this 

experience. Chauvin, Coenders, and Koren (2018) explore how narrative shifts in the 

2014 and 2015 seasons of the Sinterklaasjournaal complicate the chimney myth to 

maintain a stable, non-racist “truth”. Their study only deals with Pete’s skin color in 

those years. Yet, the Sinterklaasjournaal not only creates the national image of Pete 

through color, but also through character, and thus demands an analysis that considers 

how these holistically create Pete as he is to be understood in a particular period. 

The continuous refrain of adults in the Black Pete debate of their making is that 

children’s innocence should be preserved, but I posit that, as adults created Black Pete 

through the recollection and reinterpretation of their own Sinterklaas memories, the 

holiday and its cultural significance has always been more about adults than children. In 

this chapter I explore how the Sinterklaasjournaal reifies different Petes for Dutch 

children, what persona they create for him, and how they tackle the debate that happens 

outside their fictional purview. Then, I examine how attention from adult news media 

elevates the Sinterklaasjournaal beyond a children’s television show to an authority on 

the meaning of Black Pete for all ages. 



 170 

This analysis highlights that the Sinterklaasjournaal, though a powerful agent in 

resignifying Pete, is only able to make surface level change. Though initially hesitant to 

make changes, the show eventually phases out Black Pete at a pace that outruns the 

changes in public sentiment. It does so by strengthening the pro-Pete foundation of the 

chimney myth and then creating a new myth to justify Petes losing their color. The 

introduction of Sootpetes, however, fails to address the larger concerns with Black Pete 

as a symbol of colonialism, in part by strengthening the chimney myth, and in part by 

maintaining problematic personality traits during the transition. The show’s role as an 

authority is this matter, though denied by its creators, is widely acknowledged in the 

press, who show the various ways its influence radiates through schools, local events, and 

the belief of children.  

The Sinterklaasjournaal, Pete, and Mythbuilding 

From Black Pete to Sootpete 

In 2012, when the Black Pete debate was only in its beginning stages, Black Pete 

was a pretty classic interpretation of the character. His skin was dark brown, with his lips 

bright. He wore an afro wig and the ruffed and capped renaissance outfit that has been his 

staple since the early 1900s. This look would not change in 2013. 

The 2014 season, on the other hand, dealt very directly with Pete’s Blackness in a 

way that would begin to change his look. This season heavily utilized the chimney myth 

in order to justify why Black Pete was black. This season involves a storyline where, due 

to mishaps on the steamboat, new Petes have to be recruited in the Netherlands itself. 

This storyline shows how Petes are trained, which includes going through a chimney over 

and over in order to eventually gain their color. As a result, a good number of Sootpetes 
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are seen alongside Black Petes in this season. However, these Petes still wear afro wigs 

from the beginning. Most of the season, though, focused on the Black Petes, with the 

Sootpetes all but disappearing as the episodes went, as they graduated into different 

stages of Blackness as they gain experience. 

While the 2014 season dealt with White Petes becoming Black, the 2015 season 

did the opposite. In this season some Petes began to gradually lose the ‘soot’ from their 

faces. The storyline justified this with the Petes gaining magical stones that allowed them 

to enter houses without going through chimneys. Still, most Petes retain their Blackness, 

which is justified both through the time it would take to lose their color and by stating 

some Petes simply prefer to go through chimneys.  

The first Pete seen in 2016 is a White Pete. This Pete also appeared in the 2015 

season, where he was ostensibly a Sootpete. When Dieuwertje asks if he is excited to be 

going though chimneys, he states he is not and does not have to because his ring has the 

magical stone, which allows him to enter houses. Between the 2015 and 2016 seasons, 

enough time has passed for all his color to fade. This exchange in the very beginning of 

the opening episode functions to remind viewers (of all ages) of the color change while 

simultaneously emphasizing the chimney myth to account for Black Petes that are still 

part of the cast. Notably, most of the Petes this season are still Black Petes, although, as 

will be discusses below, Multicolor Petes play an important part in the main storyline.  

The 2017 season introduces us to a wigless Pete. While the Multicolored guest 

Petes from the previous season wore no wigs, this Pete is specifically introduced as a new 

Pete on her way to the Netherlands for the first time. She (some Petes are women) has a 

straight, dark bob, and her face is white without any soot. She also, notably, does not 
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have on black gloves. Black gloves are often part of the Pete ensemble, and this has been 

the case in the previous years, even for Soot Petes. This Pete, however, has yellow 

gloves. The black gloves can be interpreted as making sure Pete’s hands are a similar 

color to his face, as the paint would quickly rub off on hands and are ubiquitous in earlier 

seasons. This new Pete’s bright yellow gloves highlight her whiteness, though she 

gradually transforms into a Sootpete as time goes on. Petes in general this season, 

however, lack black gloves. The Head Pete, a Sootpete, for example, wears pristine white 

gloves. The rest of the Petes are, once again, a mix of Black Petes and Sootpetes.  

The trend of a combination of Black Petes and Sootpetes continues into 2018. 

Again, some have straight hair and some curly, though all their hair is notably black. This 

is the first season where Sootpetes truly outnumber Black Petes, and one of the main 

storylines centers on a group of new Petes whose inexperience causes mayhem during 

preparations. There are no Black Petes as of 2019. Even the House Pete, who has been a 

major part of the show since its inception and was the lone hold-out truly Black Pete in 

2018, is absent in this season. All Petes are Sootpetes, and as in the previous seasons, afro 

wigs are mostly absent, though all hair is still black.  

Problematic Personas 

The Sinterklaasjournaal has a large cast of Petes that changes season by season. 

These Petes are given different names to differentiate them. Sometimes they earn their 

moniker based on their job (the Head Pete is in charge, the House Pete runs the Big Pete 

House, etc.), sometimes they earn it based on a personality trait (for example: Silly Pete 

or Little Pete Panic). Job-based names will transfer between characters (there have been 

three Head Petes since 2001), but personality-based names usually do not. Sometimes 
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Petes earn their names later on, as some characters were initially just known as New Pete, 

but were given names as they remained on the show (this happened with, for example, 

the Oopsie Pete and the Lost Pete).  

Though Petes are clearly not all the same, there are a few basic personality traits 

that they share. Petes are generally somewhat childlike, although the House and Head 

Petes are often presented as more adult as they are in charge. Many storylines result from 

their ineptitude. They often do not know how to do basic tasks, or as they did in 2014, not 

to drill holes in the side of a boat. They often speak in a somewhat bumbling fashion, as 

though put on the spot or caught in a lie (which is usually true), especially when speaking 

to ‘real’ adults such as Saint Nicholas or Dieuwertje Blok. One of the major plotlines of 

the 2018 season involves new Petes learning to read, and the revelation that the Head 

Pete had never learned. The childishness of the Petes on the Sinterklaasjournaal 

highlights one of the major issues that activists have with Black Pete: foolishness. While 

in the mid-20th century Pete was a scary figure, who would put naughty children in sacks 

and whisk them off to Spain, the latter half of the century would seek to rehabilitate his 

image by making him more child-friendly. Gone was stern, scary Pete, and instead he 

became more of a kind, clown-like figure. However, this mimics original blackface 

minstrel portrayals of Black people as silly and only good for the amusement of white 

people. Activists believe this kind of portrayal reinforces the stereotype that Black people 

are unintelligent.  

Petes perform a number of tasks throughout the show. While some are managerial 

(Head Pete, House Pete, Present Pete), most involve wrapping presents and delivering 

them. Occasionally, Petes with specific tasks will appear, such as Horse Pete (who cares 



 174 

for Saint Nicholas’ horse) or Cooking Pete (who mans the kitchen). The Petes drive the 

show’s main storylines. His incompetent actions and eagerness to please lead the various 

Petes and Saint Nicholas into any number of perilous situations. In 2012, for example, 

they accidentally threw money at people instead of candy and ran out of money for 

presents. In 2015, the season when the magical door-opening stones were introduced, one 

of the main plots was that all the Petes somehow managed to misplace their stones. In 

2019, one of the plots involves Silly Pete replacing presents with empty boxes to play a 

prank. By creating these often-absurd scenarios, the show plays on Pete’s idiocy and 

childishness to an extreme. In the transition from punisher of the naughty to friend to all 

children, one stereotype was simply replaced for another. Without the adult supervision 

and intervention of Saint Nicholas and Dieuwertje Blok, these Petes would ruin 

Sinterklaas Day every year. 

Pete childishness complicates his relationship to Saint Nicholas. While Pete has 

historically been a servant, a class distinction one step from slavery to be sure, and more 

recently a ‘helper’, indicating perhaps less servitude but hierarchy nonetheless. The 

visual disparity between the white man on the horse and the Black man on foot has 

always shown the power imbalance between these characters. The show does not shy 

from this dynamic. While the Petes on the show have their own internal hierarchies, and 

the Sinterklaas preparations often shown as a factory or business-like process, it would 

not be unfitting to compare the Saint to noble lord and the Petes to his household staff. 

Saint Nicholas depends heavily on his Petes for everyday tasks such as laundry, and 

keeping his staff in the right place. They cook his food and clean his house. The House 

Pete serves as some amalgamation of a personal valet, butler, and head housekeeper. He 
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holds the keys and makes sure the Big Pete House runs smoothly, but simultaneously he 

makes sure Saint Nicholas has everything he needs. The Head Pete, meanwhile, functions 

as the manager of a factory floor. He trains the new Petes, he assigns tasks, and tries to 

keep everything running smoothly. Still, those Petes higher in the rankings show many of 

the same youthful behaviors as those who perform more menial tasks. Their seniority and 

experience may give them some maturity, but only to the extent that it emphasizes how 

other Petes lack those things, and never would they come across as more knowledgeable 

or authoritative than the Saint himself. 

In addition, the relationship dynamics are often that of a kindly grandfather and a 

child. The Saint is often quietly amused by his Petes, and spends a good deal of time 

fixing their mistakes and soothing their worries. The new female Pete in 2017 is known 

as the Sad Pete (‘zielepiet’ which is also a Dutch term that translates approximately to 

‘sad sack’) as she is very sad and homesick. Her childishness, in particular, is very 

evident in this season as it is not just expressed through silliness and ineptitude, but 

through missing her home and family (“I don’t want to go to the Netherlands! I want to 

go to Spain! I want to go home! I want to go to my own mommy!”). Throughout the 

season she continues to miss her mother, attempting to highjack the ship in order to return 

to Spain and asking costumer services at a department store to call for her mother over 

the public address system. The Saint is left to console her (“All Petes have something. 

One Pete is a little forgetful and then you have a Pete who is a little slower, and then you 

also have Petes who constantly get things wrong, and, well, of course there are also Petes 

who are…very…curious. Like these ones. But doesn’t matter, so long as they keep 

smiling a little.”). Eventually the Sad Pete’s mother (in full Black Pete blackface) is 
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flown over from Spain and safely guides her to shore, with the ship that she has, once 

again, stolen to go home. I use this example to highlight the extent to which the 

Sinterklaasjournaal makes it a point for its young viewership to be able to feel involved 

and recognized in the program, and that one of its main methods of doing so it to have 

Petes stand in for the audience. That Sad Pete misses her mother or that Silly Pete plays 

pranks or that the Head Pete has trouble with reading helps children bond with Pete and 

see him as their friend. That Saint Nicholas is kind to the Petes regardless of their flaws 

does the same. 

Fake News, Real Change 

The Sinterklaasjournaal had, in the past, attempted to introduce non-Black Petes. 

In 2006 they introduced Multicolor Petes after the steamboat sailed through a rainbow. 

Although these Petes stayed on for two more years, they were overall not well received 

(Takken, 2014). The (potentially) permanent transition from Black Pete to Sootpete is 

gradual for the Sinterklaasjournaal as it has been in real life. Starting in the 2014 season, 

Pete begins changing. It would take five years for the full cast of Petes to have only soot, 

after long-time House Pete actor Maarten Wansink, final blackfaced hold out, left the 

show. However, it should be stressed that blackface goes beyond painted skin. The curly 

afro wigs and red lips are as much part of the blackface costume as the skin. Although the 

red lips went away as the black paint did, Sootpetes would not be wigless until 2017, and 

even then, somehow, their hair was all black. Ridding the show and the character of all 

semiotic vestiges of Blackness proved more difficult than simply less paint. 

The Sinterklaasjournaal subscribed quite heavily to the chimney myth to explain 

Pete’s Blackness. Even in seasons prior to changes, the show aired segments on the fact 
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that many Dutch houses do not actually have chimneys, during which children were 

simply assured that they would still get their presents. The lack of chimneys and its 

connection to the fact that Pete was still very dark was not addressed in the earlier 

seasons. Once the decision was made to introduce at least some Sootpetes to the show, 

however, it was necessary to address this without harming the established myth. The 

2014 and 2015 seasons work in tandem by first establishing a problem (lack of chimneys) 

and then a solution (magical stones). While the chimney myth is tangentially touched on 

in the 2012 and 2013 seasons, the 2014 season firmly establishes how it works in 

practice. The new Petes in this season are trained to go through chimneys, and it is 

explained that the more one does this the blacker he gets. The writers on the show called 

these new Petes ‘Phase Petes’, as they went through phases on the way to Blackness: 

“Phase 0: completely white. Phase 1: through the chimney once, a few stripes. Phase 2: 

stained face. Phase 3: completely black” (Takken, 2014). Showing this ‘training’ is an 

attempt to “retroactively deracialize Black Pete through the staging of a nonracial genesis 

of the contested figure” (Chauvin et al., 2018, p. 517). Again, it should be noted that 

these Petes, despite their white skin, are racialized by their afro wigs. In addition, the 

bright lips and clean clothes are not accounted for in this remythologizing.  

Establishing that Petes are indeed truly white underneath all that black paint, 

while simultaneously recognizing that chimneys are no longer ubiquitous in the 

Netherlands in the canon of the show, led to questions. One, in particular, had already 

been addressed on the show a few times: How did the presents get into the houses? Most 

children did not live in houses with chimneys, why was Pete still black? This was usually 

met a with a deflection, for example, a joke from the first episode of the 2012 season sees 
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a new homeowner installing a door in his roof for the Petes to use. The 2015 season, 

however, attempts to solve this problem by introducing the magic stones, which open 

doors when using them to knock. The incompetent Petes then lose these stones and 

children all around the country help find and distribute the lost stones. This allows real 

children to participate in this myth-making experiment and normalizes the new Petes. It 

also gives parents who might be facing difficult questions an easy, sanctioned answer to 

any chimney or color related questions. After all, the Sinterklaasjournaal confirmed it! 

Still, by the end of this season most Petes remain Black, supposedly because they 

simply prefer to deliver their presents the old-fashioned way. In the writer’s room, this 

choice was determined due to the percentage of approval Black Pete had in the 

Netherlands at the time. In 2014, for example, executive producer Ajé Boschhuizen said: 

“I read in a study that 80 percent of the population is for Black Pete. So I thought: then 

we will do two out of ten” (Takken, 2014). The magical stones introduced in this season 

pave the way for the normalization of Sootpete in the eyes of the children, and were 

referenced again in the opening of the 2016 season when the stone (now in a ring that 

they could not lose) was shown. The Pete showing the ring was a Sootpete in the 

previous season, completely white in 2016, and would return in 2018 as a Sootpete once 

again. Completely white Petes were never seen after the Sad Pete in the early 2017 

season, but neither were the stones.  

As indicated by Boschhuizen, the creators of the Sinterklaasjournaal aimed to 

make a show that reflected, more or less, the opinions of the Dutch people. Boschhuizen 

both recognized that making a Sinterklaasjournaal with only Black Petes in even the 

climate of 2014 would be ill-received, but was reticent to make the show in any way 
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political (Takken, 2014). However, the Black Pete debate was already going strong by the 

time Boschhuizen and his writers began including Sootpetes, and it was undeniably 

political. 2014 is the year the PVV introduced their bill to keep Pete Black (see Chapter 

5). In the seven-year period analyzed in the chapter, the opinions of the Dutch people on 

what to do about Black Pete evolved greatly. In 2012, 92% of youth was for the idea of a 

Sootpete (Van Mossevelde, 2012). Routine opinion polls on this subject were first 

conducted in 2013. At that time only 5% of the Dutch population thought Pete’s 

appearance should be changed, by 2019 this was 26% (Klapwijk, 2019)16. This indicates 

that, while the Sinterklaasjournaal initially followed what opinion polls showed the 

people wanted, by the time all of the Petes were Sootpetes, Dutch opinion had overall not 

changed that much. By 2019, the Sinterklaasjournaal was no longer following but 

leading on an ostensibly political issue they had once vowed to avoid.   

Meanwhile, each year there were protests in the cities where Saint Nicholas was 

to arrive. The Sinterklaasjournaal does not directly include any kind of real-life activism 

in its program. Segments in the host cities are filmed well in advance in October (Takken, 

2014), and the protests do not make it into the episodes that chronicle the national arrival. 

Instead, the show addresses the societal unrest to which it is so inextricably linked in a 

few different ways. Most obvious is, of course, their transition to Sootpetes. Additionally, 

the show has several storylines that involve the race-switching of Saint Nicholas, oblique 

                                                

16 Opinion polls from mid-2020 were conducted after nationwide Black Lives Matter protests after the 

murder of George Floyd in the United States. These polls showed support for Pete down to 47%. 
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references to the importance of color to Pete, and a variety of characters and storylines 

parodying the debate.  

The 2014 not only introduced Sootpetes to the Sinterklaasjournaal, it also 

included a Black Saint Nicholas. The new Petes are being trained by Grandpa Pete, an 

old Black Pete with gray hair. Saint Nicholas spends part of the season walking around 

without his bishop’s garb, leading some to question if he had perhaps become senile. 

Later it is revealed that the Saint’s clothes had been at a tailor’s to be replicated for 

Grandpa Pete. Saint Nicholas, in his old age, needed some extra help and Grandpa Pete 

stood in for him. Grandpa Pete, as a competent and kind teacher is, much more so than 

any other Pete granted authority, close to Saint Nicholas’ equal. The episode also shows 

Saint Nicholas on a black horse instead of his usual white one (“From now on I use this 

one. This one is new. Only the color takes some getting used to, I have to say.”), so that 

Grandpa Pete can take the white one to go around to children’s houses. Notably Patrick 

Mathurin, an Afro-Dutch activist, had been donning a miter and going to Sinterklaas 

events since at least 2011, though his first outing in full Saint Nicholas garb was in 2015 

(De Nieuwe Sint, n.d.), the year after the Sinterklaasjournaal’s first Black Saint. Grandpa 

Pete’s outings as Saint Nicholas were, however, kept to 2014, though 2017 featured a 

number of ‘helper Saints” some of whom were Black. 

Although the color of these helpers was not mentioned, Pete’s color and its (lack 

of) importance is referenced a number of times on the show. Although these statements 

may not have resonated with young viewers, these were quite deliberate statements on the 

Sinterklaasjournaal’s ultimate stance on the matter. As part of the 2016 storyline in the 

Big Pete House, where Saint Nicholas and his Petes stay every year and which always 
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gets a storyline of its own, a local businessman has turned it into a local attraction, where 

one of the activities allows visitors to wear Pete outfits and get their faces painted. 

However, the face paint can be whatever the guest wants, leading to very colorful 

creations. “Yes that is all part of it, that’s the total Pete experience,” the businessman 

says, “Look, see, red, blue, white, orange, purple with a green outline, it’s all allowed! So 

many people, so many wishes!” These guests (including the businessman) dressed as 

Multicolor Petes help throughout the season, although they cause problems with their 

lack of experience. That this storyline came after the paradigm changing 2014 and 2015 

means the presence of these brightly colored Petes and the businessman’s statement 

emphasize the previous season’s message that, as Grandpa Pete said in 2014: “The color 

of a Pete, that’s only trivial.” However, the lack of Sootpetes in that season shows the 

extent to which the creative team was still hedging its bets. Most seasons after 2013 make 

it a point to both emphasize that color doesn’t matter (as Grandpa Pete did), that Pete is 

integral to Sinterklaas (for example, in 2016 the white Staffpete says: “Without his Pete, 

the Saint’s not coming!17), and that Pete’s purpose is happiness (The Head Pete’s rules to 

new recruits in 2018: “Rule 1: real Petes make everyone in the Netherlands happy with 

presents. Yes? Rule 2: Petes are always very nice to everyone….”). These statements 

locate Pete is his character and function, rather than is appearance. 

Beyond these moments of definition, the show uses some of the rhetoric seen in 

the real-life debate as part of the show. These moments, as with statements on Pete’s 

                                                

17 This rhymes in Dutch. “Zonder z’n Piet komt Sint niet!” 
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appearance, might be missed by children but will be understood by adults. In the 2014 

season, for example, the introduction of a new cohort of Petes not only works to canonize 

the chimney myth, but also to underline the importance of traditional Black Petes. Upon 

reaching the Netherlands after their detour and seeing the new Petes at work, the Black 

Petes take the boat to return to Spain. When they are asked why they left, they say they 

“weren’t allowed into the Netherlands” because the Pete House “was overly full”. 

Because the Netherlands now had their own Pete, and it is always “own Petes first”, they 

felt unwelcome and left. What these Petes didn’t know was that the new Dutch Petes all 

eventually went back to their own houses and lives (one is a doctor, another doesn’t have 

a babysitter, etc.). The Petes’ behavior in this storyline mocks anti-immigration right-

wing rhetoric, but stops shy of critiquing it as the issue is later dismissed. Additionally, 

some read this storyline as anti-racists being put forth as xenophobes (Chauvin et al., 

2018, p. 515). This part of the storyline serves to emphasize the importance of Black 

Pete, but as changes happen over the later seasons and Black Petes are phased out, the 

approach of having the Petes themselves vocalize critique of political rhetoric in this way 

is avoided. 

Other ways in which activists, on both sides, are mocked are through white guest 

characters (almost all guest characters are white). In earlier seasons the references were 

mostly suggestive and most often aimed at anti-Pete activists, who had been most 

disruptive to the holiday and, according to polling, least popular, which resulted in their 

case being seen by many as pointless complaining. Recurring characters Jan and Helma 

Boel try to invent gadgets that will make Saint Nicholas and Black Pete’s lives easier in 

most seasons, but in one segment in 2017 they try to make it so the Petes would never 
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have to go through the chimney again by inventing alternative ways of getting presents 

through the chimney. This attempt is unsuccessful, and his wife ends up with a face full 

of soot. “I think you’ll have to think about it a little longer, Jan,” she says, “because this 

way you’ll never get rid of Black Pete.” While most of their inventions do not serve this 

particular purpose, the inclusion of an invention specifically aimed at negating the need 

for a chimney lands differently in 2017 than it would in previous seasons. This is in part 

because by this year there is already a mix of different types of Petes and in the 

subsequent years Sootpetes would become the majority. Moreover, by this point in the 

canon of the show there had already been an invention that made chimneys. Though the 

magic stones were not brought up after 2016, they were still established as being used by 

the Petes over several years and the results (many more Sootpetes) were noticeable by the 

airing of this segment. This couple is portrayed as ridiculous and over the top, and their 

efforts futile. The Boels are trying to get rid of Black Pete, but they are clumsy and 

ineffective in their methods. Having the Boel family try to achieve this already achieved 

goal might be read by some as analogous to the anti-Pete protesters continuing to call for 

change when they should be happy with the small concessions that had been made.  

Although this kind of mocking is not reserved for any one side, a 2019 example, 

so late in the transition process, is the most obvious reference to a pro-Pete group. In the 

first episode of this season, Dieuwertje spoke with a protester outside of a grocery store. 

This protester is part of ‘Actiegroep Piet Zwart’, a reference to Actiegroep Pro Zwarte 

Piet (see Chapter 7). Several protesters from this group are standing outside a grocery 

store with signs. When asked what they are protesting, the spokesperson says they are 
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against, it turns out they think pepernoten18 (a cookie-like treat eaten during Sinterklaas) 

are in the stores earlier every year and they are upset because it makes them look forward 

to the celebrations too much and too early. It turns out the spokesman’s name is Piet 

Zwart and the group is named after him. “Is there something wrong with that?”, he asks. 

“No, of course not. There is nothing wrong with Piet Zwart”, Dieuwertje replies. Her tone 

of voice implies she is thinking of Black Pete, but she knows, from here on out, there are 

no more Black Petes on the Sinterklaasjournaal. The real Actiegroep has failed in their 

mission to protect his image in this important arena, but ever attempting political 

neutrality, the show hints to adult viewers that they are still allowed to enjoy him.   

Real News, The Sinterklaasjournaal, and the Creation of Authority 

Because of its role in doing memory work for both children and adults the 

Sinterklaasjournaal is a key media property to examine when considering how Black 

Pete’s meaning is created and maintained. However, it would not be able to do so without 

being given authority on this matter by other cultural agents in the debate. That this 

authority is real and acknowledged nationally is seen in the media coverage of the 

Sinterklaasjournaal during the span of the contemporary debate. Even when both sides 

are arguing, one article says, “everyone watches the Sinterklaasjournaal’ (“Zwarte Piet Is 

Zwart,” 2012). One article calls the shows “an icon of the Dutch Sinterklaas celebration” 

(Visser, 2014). The Sinterklaasjournaal is immensely popular and monopolizes the 

                                                

18 The signs the protesters carry actually depict kruidnoten, another traditional Sinterklaas cookie, which 

are often erroneously called pepernoten.  
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Sinterklaas media market. Although there are Sinterklaas movies and other channels that 

have, at various points, had Sinterklaas shows, the Sinterklaasjournaal is the show that 

covers the national arrival, which makes it “determinative for the Sinterklaasfestival” 

(Takken, 2016b). Its influence over the procession is so widely assumed as complete that 

one father told a reporter: “If the NTR shows white Petes in the Sinterklaasjournaal, then 

it wouldn’t be strange if kids see a white Pete in Zwolle. It’s about credibility in relation 

to each other” (Meijboom, 2013). It is not uncommon for those interviewed on this topic 

to express this kind of view. 

The Sinterklaasjournaal “sets the tone for a large part of the country” (“Zwarte 

Piet Nog Zwart,” 2015). In a letter to the editor, a reader of Het Parool suggest that if the 

Sinterklaasjournaal just announces there are non-Black Petes now that is all it would take 

for change to happen nationwide (“Brieven Kort,” 2012). In 2015 it was reported that 

some major department stores were waiting to see what the Sinterklaasjournaal would do 

before placing Black Pete decorations in their stores (N. Postma, 2015). Even those who 

did not believe that the show would be able to abruptly change Pete’s appearance without 

public outcry seemed certain that some change would happen, and that if done well, the 

Sinterklaasjournaal would be able to make that transition peaceful. In a 2013 interview a 

production worker at the Wolkentheater stated, in a moment of prescience, what role the 

show could play:  

Look, the question if Black Pete is racist was been asked for twenty years. It has 
never been explained to the kids. But we do have a sort of authority in this area: 
the Sinterklaasjournaal. That could change the fairy tale in a playful way. Not in 
one year, but in a few years’ time. You can easily explain to kids that many 
people don’t have chimneys anymore and that because of that Pete doesn’t 
become black anymore, only a little bit dirty. As the years go he can become 
lighter. It’s only an idea. (Kwak, 2013) 
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This is, more or less, the approach the Sinterklaasjournaal ultimately did take, of course, 

with their magical stones. As an accepted authority, what this kind of media coverage 

shows is that the Sinterklaasjournaal not only could have begun changing Pete’s look 

whenever they wanted, people were expecting them to. To some it was seen a 

responsibility. In 2016, for example, anti-Pete activists planned to disrupt some of the 

filming of the show in Maassluis that October, as they believe “a public broadcaster 

should stand up to racism” (Oomen, 2016). 

This notion that the Sinterklaasjournaal has some kind of duty to either protect or 

alter the Black Pete tradition stems not only from their media monopoly, but also from 

their status as a children’s program. While many believe changing the tradition would 

ruin children’s enjoyment and the one anti-Pete motto is “a celebration for all children”, 

the debate is largely held in adult spheres. Politicians debate in their chambers and on 

channels no child would ever think to stop on. Activists debate on sites 6-year-olds are 

not allowed on, using words they should not be hearing. But the Sinterklaasjournaal 

brings the debate to a child’s level. And for all adults like to involve children in their 

political rhetoric, children do not actually get to have much of a voice in the matter. And 

yet, because those crucial memories of Sinterklaas that drive this debate forward are 

made as children, the only way Pete can truly be resignified (in both skin and the story 

behind that skin), is by giving children something different to remember as adults. The 

Sinterklaasjournaal is formative in this regard, because children think Pete is real. They 

children think the Sinterklaasjournaal is real.  

The mishaps from the show cause real worries for children who watch and believe 

in Saint Nicholas (Takken, 2012). To them, the stories are riveting. A mother tells the 
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Algemeen Dagblad: “Every evening he watches the Sinterklaasjournaal. He’s completely 

into the story” (Craanen, 2012). Even writers for the show recognize: “The 

Sinterklaasjournaal is not real, but is experienced as real” (Takken, 2016b). One 

columnist’s daughter’s final push to stop believing in Saint Nicholas was learning the 

show was not real (“That Dieuwertje Blok can’t get contact with the Petes that are on [the 

boat], is that all fake then?” “Yes,” I say, “but you know that right?” “Well!”, daughter 

says, affronted, “how am I supposed to know that?” [Van der Brand, 2012]). The show 

helps create a fantasy world for children who believe, and, in 2014 and 2015, gives 

parents the tools to smooth over the parts of the myth that might have become tenuous. 

For parents who worried about explaining a white Pete to their child, the magical stones 

offered a ready-made solution (Van Dongen, 2016).  

Children take the show as real in part because it presents itself as the only source 

of real news. However, other elements in the children’s lives reinforce this:  

The link between the events on tv and the real world is also strengthened by the 
curriculums that are offered to schools. For children it is extra exciting that the 
storyline on TV lives on at school. But this has led to many schools wanted to 
wait on the Sinterklaasjournaal before they made decisions regarding Pete’s look. 
(Van Teeffelen, 2014) 
 

Many schools are looking to the Sinterklaasjournaal before making their final decisions. 

One teacher, for example, hopes the Sinterklaasjournaal will be able to decide since there 

is no consensus amongst the teachers at her school (“Vol Verwachting Klopt,” 2014). In 

the Voorne area in South-Holland, 50 percent of elementary schools in 2015 waited for 

their cues from the Sinterklaasjournaal (“Sinterklaasjournaal Ook,” 2015). Some schools 

watch or discuss the show with their students, some use the curriculum, some simply 

don’t want their students to be confused if there should be no Black Petes on the show, 
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but Black Petes on their playground. As that father told Meijboom (2013): these things 

become real because of how they behave in relation with each other.  

However, regardless of how indisputable the Sinterklaasjournaal’s authority 

seems to these parents and teachers, the creators of the show itself appear reluctant in the 

press to accept this power. Boschhuizen told the press in 2013: “We make a children’s 

program. The discussion on Black Pete is mostly being held by adults” (Tienhooven, 

2013). This statement, though true, denies both the educational influence children’s 

media has on its viewers in general and the popularity of the Sinterklaasjournaal in 

particular. The show was popular since its inception, but 2014, when everyone knew 

some kind of change was coming, drew more viewers than the previous year because, 

“everyone wanted to know what colors the Petes would have” (Wijma, 2014). As Kristel 

van Teeffelen (2014) aptly summarizes: although the show’s creative team was reluctant 

to “become the pioneer in the Black Pete debate,” “they have themselves to blame: the 

program is so popular it has become iconic.” Moreover, due to the ubiquity of the Black 

Pete debate in the country, its popularity and importance only grew together. 

The only people who do not grant the show the authority it holds are its creators, 

who, it should be noted, have a vested interest in not rocking the boat too much for fear 

of alienating too much of their audience. Other Dutch people, be the ordinary or well-

known, hold no doubts here. In 2016 about a hundred prominent media figures and artists 

sent letters to the NTR to change Black Pete’s appearance because of it important role in 

the debate (Takken, 2016a). At one point the NTR claimed to no longer see the 

Sinterklaasjournaal as leading on what happens during Sinterklaas, nor what Pete looks 

like, because other channels had developed Sinterklaas shows as well, and there were 
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local Sinterklaas shows on YouTube (Takken, 2018). Despite the NTR’s assertion that 

the Sinterklaasjournaal was no longer the media authority on Black Pete, in 2018 anti-

Pete activists still protested against the remaining inclusion of Black Petes alongside 

Sootpetes at the Media Park in Hilversum, where NTR is headquartered (Borgdorff, 

2018). Moreover, the 2018 Sinterklaasjournaal premiere garnered nearly 1.2 million 

viewers, which was a new record (“1,2 Miljoen Kijkers,” 2018). The large viewership, 

the calls for action from the production team, the belief of children, and the media 

coverage of these things work in tandem to validate the Sinterklaasjournaal’s authority 

on the future of the tradition. 

Regardless of this validation, the team at the NTR remains unwilling to accept 

responsibility. In 2012, Boschhuizen gives a quote that is revealing of his mindset at 

during the writing of that season and his vision of the role of the show in general: 

With the Sinterklaasjournaal and the arrival we cultivate the tradition. We go off 
of existing elements, so we paint the Petes black, de best color to disguise 
yourself from children. Sinterklaas is rooted in Dutch society; it is not up to the 
NTR to change that rigorously. We do go with the times and look at 
developments in society. That’s why you haven’t seen Petes with switches in a 
few years, while it used to be normal to be punished as a child. Twenty years ago 
Black Pete was a boogeyman, now he is a friendly helper, organizer of the 
celebration. Huggable, artist with whom children will gladly identify. The 
suggestion that Black Petes are slaves of the Saint does not play with children and 
has nothing to do with the current Sinterklaasfestival. (“Sinterklaas Blijft 
Ontroeren,” 2012)  
 

In parsing this quote two assertions can be discerned that return in many articles on the 

role of the Sinterklaasjournaal as envisioned by its writing and production teams. Firstly, 

the show does not aim to make changes that the majority of the country would not 

support. Secondly, that Sinterklaas is a tradition that has already undergone and will 

continue to undergo changes. Both of these statements ultimately function to release 
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these decision makers from their roles as agents of cultural change. Traditions change, 

they say, and when this one does, we will change with it, but not before. The small 

concessions they make in seasons early in the transition are recognized, even by the 

press, as sidestepping the real, underlying issue, which is racism.  

The remythologizing that takes place in those seasons, does not, as mentioned 

achieve the anti-Pete activists’ goals of abolishing Black Pete and improving education 

on slavery and colonial history. Despite the seeming liberalism of the few Sootpetes we 

see in those seasons, they only reinforced the increasingly problematic chimney myth. 

This soothed many members of the press, but also gave those pro-Petes and neutral 

parties alike a reason to dismiss the anti-Petes. This is exemplified in a 2014 article by 

Olaf Tempelman, who celebrates the introduction of the Pete training and explicitness of 

how Petes become black. However, he also notes that the adults did not receive it very 

well, even though children seemed to go along. Most notably, his article remarks on the 

lack of positive reactions from anti-Petes, which, to Tempelman, shows they are 

“addicted to victimhood”. This shows both a fundamental lack of understanding of the 

wishes of anti-Petes and inequality in how the negative reactions on both sides are 

treated. This is in line with how the Sinterklaasjournaal itself often treats anti-Petes in the 

show: complainers who should be satisfied with what minor compromises they are given. 

Thus, as with politicians, attempts to remain neutral are rejected by activists as false 

placations. 

What further disrupted any good will generated in those first few years of 

transition is that the media also captured dissidence behind the scenes. While the writers 

and producers worked on their plans and spoke to the press about the importance of 
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following the will of the people and the inability to please everyone, the onscreen talent 

was both vocal and specific in their stances. Dieuwertje Blok and Erik van Muiswinkel 

(Head Pete until 2015) were openly for changing Pete, while Maarten Wansink (House 

Pete and the last person in blackface on the show, in 2018) was against changes. 

Although there was apparently talk about letting Dieuwertje go, at the time, ultimately it 

was the show that changed while she stayed put (Oomen, 2015). Van Muiswinkel offered 

to leave the show so a Head Pete with a new look could be hired instead, and eventually 

did quit after he received no response from the studio (Takken, 2016a), though the studio 

claimed it a mutual decision (“Sinterklaasjournaal Van Muiswinkel,” 2016). The 

departure of Dolores Leeuwin, an Afro-Dutch woman who featured as a reporter on the 

show for years, in the same year as that of Van Muiswinkel, also garnered media 

attention, as her presence as a Black woman could be used to quell racism arguments. 

Leeuwin, however, was clear that her reasons for leaving lay with the production team’s 

approach to Black Pete and her discomfort with any continued involvement (Katstra, 

2016; “Sinterklaasjournaal Voortaan,” 2016). That two members of the cast would resign 

due to lack of action and only three years later another would leave due a complete 

upheaval highlights that a lot can change in a short time, even on a show such as this, 

which publicly continues to proclaim itself as neutral. 

Even though the Sinterklaasjournaal’s producers see the show as following rather 

than leading, in 2019 Black Pete was still nationally more popular than disapproved of. 

Yet the show featured only Sootpetes by that time. The scrubbing of Black Pete from the 

Sinterklaasjournaal led to many articles not only on this choice, but on the ripple effects 

of this choice and the years leading up to it: cities and schools following the show’s lead, 
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others (especially in rural places) defiantly shunning Sootpetes, worry about continued 

polarization. One interesting connection in the media realm, however, was the increase in 

local copycats. The decision to increase the number of, and ofeventually only having, 

Sootpetes on the show, may have led to an increase of local Sinterklaas news shows. 

Even though the local show from Sibculo claims not to have been created for racist 

reasons, this show and other like it that have sprung up, only have Black Petes (Plantinga, 

2019). Popular satirical news show Zondag met Lubach (Sunday with Lubach) aired a 

segment on the different local Sinterklaas shows popping up. While the Sibculo show 

was not pleased, the creators of other shows in Hendrik-Ido-Ambacht and Ede, which 

like all the shows featured on Lubach only had Black Petes, could only welcome some 

publicity. Lubach’s criticism of the black commonality of these local shows is not 

unfounded (Groesbeek, 2019). Overall, however, coverage of these local versions only 

served to remind us of the popularity of the Sinterklaasjournaal and impact the impact of 

its decisions on the Sinterklaas tradition nationwide.  

Discussion 

The representation of Black Pete (and later Sootpete) in the Sinterklaasjournaal 

gives insight into the impact of adult interference with practices rooted in childhood, and 

the limitations of myths and media in the successful resignification of contested rituals. 

The show’s transition from Black Pete to Sootpete illustrates the reluctance of white 

adults to introspectively engage with the underlying problem, while simultaneously 

showing that resisting change in one medium does not stop it from happening through 

another. For children who believe in Saint Nicholas and his Petes, the 

Sinterklaasjournaal functions as an extension of what they have accepted as reality, 
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creating memories. For older children and adults, who know them to be a fantasy, it 

functions as an extension of memories and stories they will pass on to a new generation 

of believers. For most of its run it sanctioned Black Pete, despite its record as a 

problematic figure, for any white viewers who might have felt discomfort with the idea of 

being called racist. The Sinterklaasjournaal retells and reforms myths that were 

established well before its first broadcast, precisely because it performs both these 

functions. There were texts before the show that did these things – books, songs, films – 

but unlike these previous texts, the Sinterklaasjournaal, having recurred at the same time 

each year since 2001, long enough for a child to reach adulthood, benefits from both 

legacy and the opportunity to evolve. While the songs change little and slowly as new 

generations of children sing them, and books and films are often consumed only once, the 

Sinterklaasjournaal was able to draw on previous years to create continuity while 

simultaneously propelling stories and characters into new directions, all as large 

audiences follow along every day for several weeks. 

As Black Pete became more controversial in the real world, and the creators of the 

show had to figure out how to balance the dual audiences of their memory work, the 

show’s ability to draw on the continuity of their recurring characters and locations 

allowed them to take the familiar chimney myth and combine it with a new invention. 

This both reinforced the chimney myth and mythologized Sootpetes and white Petes in 

only two seasons. By portraying new Petes in training as white, explicitly explaining that 

they will become darker as they go through more chimneys, and then showing this 

process, the show creates a cause and effect that is believable for young children and 

matches up with stories adults have been telling them for decades. What is key here is the 
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act of showing this gradual change, so that the transition from white person to Black Pete 

makes sense. Of course, there were still problems with this performance of the myth that 

made little sense (Why were Black Pete’s lips red? Why were his clothes so clean? Why 

do they all have afros?), but considering the age of the target audience it is not so strange 

that these questions did not come up. Thus, 2014 strengthened the existing myth with 

‘real’ visual evidence with which to educate its young viewership. 

In contrast, the 2015 season gave the Sootpetes a mythology of their own by 

extending beyond the chimney. The introduction of the magical stones solved two real 

life dilemmas. Firstly, as the show acknowledged, most Dutch homes no longer have 

chimneys. Many children put their shoes at the door19 instead. The stone allowed Petes to 

get in without additional explanation, and since it had been established in the previous 

year that Petes start out white and gain color over time, that Petes who spent less time in 

chimneys would lose color made sense in the logic of the show, and thus the logic of 

children’s Sinterklaas reality. Now this could have been done in different ways, but I 

posit it is important that it was achieved both through internal continuity and the act of 

myth making.  

If the 2014 season had not built up the chimney myth and physically shown white 

Petes gradually become Black Pete, the introduction of the magic stones and the reminder 

of the chimney deficiency could have confused children who had not considered what 

was under all that paint and why he would look different. Showing the whiteness of 

                                                

19 I put mine at the backdoor for many years. 
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‘new’ Petes first in combination with the Blackness of established Petes allowed these to 

coexist and prove the chimney myth as established first. This way the addition of the 

stones was not as jarring, neither for child nor adult.  

The reason it was important to use something mythical like the stones rather than, 

say, giving every Pete an actual master key to every house, is that there is magic inherent 

in the Sinterklaas story. Saint Nicholas is hundreds of years old. He rides his horse on 

roofs. He knows who has been naughty. The Sinterklaasjournaal uses its newsroom 

premise to generate reality, but it ultimately still peddles in fairytales. The inclusion of 

the stones fits the audience. Moreover, since the stone plot involves children distributing 

the stones and saving the day, it actively involves the audience in the mythmaking 

experience.  

The later seasons need little to continue on the work of these two seasons, which 

give both a reason for Black Pete and for Sootpete. After the initial showing of the magic 

stone early in the 2016 season, neither myth is touched on with any frequency again. 

Should a child be confused as to why a Pete is white: “Well, he has a stone that lets him 

in any house, remember?” Should a child be confused why a Pete is black: “You see, that 

Pete just prefers going through chimneys instead of using the stones.” As fewer and 

fewer Black Petes are part of the cast each year, these explanations remain plausible for 

children watching. However, these solutions also betray the superficiality of Black Pete 

himself and the deep roots of the underlying problem. 

Beyond skin color, blackface cultivates a certain persona for Black people. The 

American blackface minstrel on which Black Pete’s visage was at least partially based 

(see Chapter 4) was an entertainer, but Pete was, for most of his existence, a dark, scary 
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foil for Saint Nicholas’ light, kind holy man. When Pete was mean, the chimney myth 

was not as widely accepted as it is now, and thus Black Pete was still simply a white man 

playing a Black man. This mean persona thus might frighten children not only during 

Sinterklaas time, but when seeing Black people in other contexts as well. When his 

persona was changed into a friendly helper in the late 20th century, as scaring children to 

teach moral lessons was no longer acceptable, it simply shifted from one negative 

stereotype about Black people (that they were aggressive and to be feared) to another 

(that they were dumb and needed the guidance of a white person), both of which had 

existed during slavery.  

Although pro-Pete activists would not have been happy with any change, the anti-

Pete activists had specific qualms with Black Pete that the magical stones did not solve. 

That the stones reinforced the myth and thus excused the blackface practice entirely is 

one. The Sinterklaasjournaal’s Petes’ personas is another. The Petes are fools, in more 

than one sense of the term. They are clowns, who perform jokes and dances for the 

entertainment of others. They are silly and dimwitted, constantly getting into trouble and 

needing to be saved. Even when in positions of authority they make constant mistakes. 

Their relationship with Saint Nicholas portrays them as children who want nothing more 

than to please him, ready to jump on any task, afraid to let him know when they have 

failed. Saint Nicholas is a savior. He soothes their worries, he makes sure everything 

turns out alright in the end, he is a step ahead. Even Grandpa Pete, who has so much 

experience, is only bestowed the temporary power of the Saint’s persona after untold 

years of servitude and the benevolence of his master. It is explicitly stated on the show 

that Pete’s purpose is to make people happy. The way this is achieved robs Pete of 
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growth, competence, and maturity. While this may not be a problem for Sootpetes, who 

are all played by white people who get diverse representation in all other aspects of 

Dutch life and media, up until 2018 Black Petes were still the majority of the 

Sinterklaasjournaal’s cast. The anti-Pete activists’ concerns that this childlike persona 

reflected negative stereotypes of Black people was, thus, not addressed until the transition 

was complete, and, it seems, as a rather unintended side effect.  

What the accidental dissociation of Pete’s problematic persona from his 

problematic image highlights is that the Sinterklaasjournaal’s transition from Black Pete 

to Sootpete was a reluctant one born from a shallow understanding of the societal, racial 

conflict that is happening in the country at this time. As the show’s creators continually 

denied their power as gatekeepers of a national icon, they, as so many politicians did, put 

that responsibility on “the people”. Yet, somehow, the show managed to both go beyond 

the majority of the nation’s wishes on the matter by fully transitioning to Sootpetes 

before even 50% of the nation was for such a move, and fail to meet the expectations of 

the portion of the country that was looking for change. Sootpete addresses the superficial 

problems of Black Pete, addressing the easier to see racism of the phenotype. Even then, 

it took some years for this Pete to lose other markers of Blackness, such as the afro wig 

and the black gloves that matched the black skin. Although the fact that these changes 

were eventually made shows growth, the fact that they were not even considered 

problematic from the start once again betrays a lack of understanding of the actual 

problem. Even the show’s veiled references to the debate betrayed dismissive attitudes 

towards the very idea of the conflict, and the anti-Petes in particular. That the show lost 

members of its cast due to lack of action on the topic, even more so.  
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The Sinterklaasjournaal’s purpose as children’s entertainment may be given as a 

reason for the lack of depth that the show gives the color issue. However, this does the 

show’s status as an authoritative voice, a mnemonic device, and interpretive force an 

injustice. The choices of children’s media are made by adults, in order to create for those 

children the world they want those children to see. How the Sinterklaasjournaal presents 

Pete is how the thousands of Dutch children who follow his exploits will believe him to 

be. They will create their memories of the holiday based on that Pete’s adventures. What 

they come to expect from the holiday as they grow out of their belief and into their 

nostalgia will be based on that Pete. Even if that is not how the show’s creators want to 

see it, the rest of the country does. 

The Dutch media cover the choices the Sinterklaasjournaal makes each year as 

though Ajé Boschhuizen is the prime minister. Headlines announce the decision that was 

made that year. They report on schools waiting for guidance from this children’s 

television program. They report on major department stores doing the same. They 

interview parents who say their children believe everything that happens on the show is 

real. They report on internal disagreements and the departures of discontent cast 

members. Journalists call them an authority, and so do the citizens those journalists 

cover. Even if the Sinterklaasjournaal was just a children’s show, the volume and 

framing of its media coverage have, over the course of this debate, elevated it beyond that 

in the public consciousness. Media is not created in isolation, the process of making 

meaning is one of continual collaboration. The Sinterklaasjournaal gains its authority not 

by the decision of any one individual, but through the size of its viewership, its 
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relationship to the national arrival, and the co-signing of other agents in meaning making, 

such as the press and activists. 

Although activists and politicians utilize Black Pete as a tool to reach larger 

political goals, the Sinterklaasjournaal serves a different purpose. As a children’s show it 

is educational, which is not an apolitical role to have, but also entertainment. Though the 

creative direction of the show is made by adults with existing political biases, what 

Boschhuizen’s statements on listening to the point of view of the people signals is that 

their choices were made primarily based on the desire to draw larger numbers. However, 

that despite Boschhuizen’s statement that they “didn’t want to make a political statement” 

(Takken, 2014), that the show did begin the laying the foundation for change rather early 

in the debate shows that the writers understood that, in this case, politics would influence 

their viewership. The 2014 season drew a larger viewership than normal precisely 

because people wanted to see what they would do. If for politicians politics is politics, 

and for activists politics is personal, then for the Sinterklaasjournaal, and the real 

journalists who cover it, politics is revenue. The NTR may be a public broadcaster, but its 

executives benefit from being able to point to larger viewership when funding is 

negotiated. As a national broadcaster, being able to influence the public imagining of a 

tradition like Sinterklaas is powerful capital.  

Although the show does not directly interact with the other agents in the 

resignification process, they still influence each other. The activists, in particular, 

recognize the power of the show, as shown by their plan to disrupt filming in 2016 and 

their plan to protest in Hilversum in 2018. Both politicians and activists influence the 



 200 

decisions the show makes simply through their efforts to direct the real-life narrative in a 

particular direction.  

The Sinterklaasjournaal uses the medium of television to communicate meaning 

to their viewership, and this meaning is in many ways much more directly influential in 

the actual results of the debate than online and offline protests or debates in government 

chambers, because it engages in memory work in much less subtle ways than those 

agents. What should be recognized however, is that memory work is a large part of the 

anti-Pete platform. Abolishing Black Pete is the part of that memory work that looks at 

the present, while improved education on colonialism, slavery, and racism is the part that 

looks at the past. Together they would change the narratives of Dutch collective memory 

for the future. The Sinterklaasjournaal, in mythologizing Sootpete and phasing out Black 

Pete, achieves only half of the work that is being demanded. 
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CHAPTER 7: 

ACTIVISTS, OPPOSITION, AND DISPARATE APPROACHES TO SOCIAL 

MEDIA   

The emergence of social media, in its various forms, as a space for social contact, 

networking, and expression has made it uniquely suitable for likeminded and dissenting 

voices to meet. Activist publics organize people into collective action in order to 

influence other people (individually or in groups) to change policies and practices 

(Grunig & Repper, 1992). Online networks have proven to be a powerful tool in this, as 

networks circulate resources needed for that action, such as information, which is key in 

creating collective action through collective understanding (della Porta & Diani, 2020).  

Social media as a tool for the dissemination of information and the boosting of collective 

action has been much studied in recent years (see Lei et al., 2019 and Zhang et al., 2019 

for reviews of recent literature), in particular since the advent of the Arab Spring (Tufekci 

& Wilson, 2012; Youmans & York, 2012). However, pre-social media movements with 

online elements, such as the Zapatista movement in Mexico (Cleaver Jr, 1998; Collier & 

Quaratiello, 2005; Ronfeldt et al., 1999; Stahler-Sholk, 2007), did exist. 

Although there has been much doubt about the efficacy of movements that start, 

organize, and circulate in online spaces, social media as a tool has proven useful. 

Research has indicated engagement with politics and activism online can make people 

more likely to participate offline as well (Bode et al., 2014; Chon & Park, 2020; Hyun & 

Kim, 2015). Indeed, this issue has been interrogated from many angles. Some look at 

news and information gathering (Dimitrova et al., 2014; Holt et al., 2013; Pasek et al., 

2009), while others at the creation and use of networks in mobilization (McPherson et al., 
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2006; Musick & Wilson, 2008; Tang & Lee, 2013). Then there are also those who look at 

the creation and maintenance of groups (Conroy et al., 2012) and peer pressure or 

mimicking (Klofstad, 2011; Vitak et al., 2011). Note that these studies are done in 

primarily American contexts. 

Both those who are pro-Pete and those who are anti-Pete have found homes on 

social networking platforms. However, their levels of organization differ. The anti-Pete 

side is primarily organized by Kick Out Zwarte Piet (KOZP), an activist organization 

founded in 2014 by consolidating three campaigns: Zwarte Piet is Racisme (Black Pete is 

Racism), Stop Blackface; and Zwarte Piet Niet (No Black Pete). The original Zwarte Piet 

is Racisme campaign was part of the foundation Nederland Wordt Beter (The 

Netherlands Become(s) Better), under whose umbrella KOZP still falls (Kick Out Zwarte 

Piet (KOZP), n.d.). KOZP organizes in person protests all over the Netherlands alongside 

a substantial online and traditional media presence. Their primary public-facing figure is 

poet Jerry Afriyie (Wiegman, 2018). Although the pro-Pete side is substantial, their 

activities are not centralized in the way KOZP is. A number of groups exist including The 

Zwarte Pieten Actiegroep (Black Pete Action Group) and the Zwarte Pieten Comité voor 

het behoud van Zwarte Piet (Black Pete Committee for the preservation of Black Pete), 

but they have no primary public spokesperson nor unified strategy.  

KOZP states their goal as aiming to:  “demonstrable change of the racist figure 

Black Pete” (Kick Out Zwarte Piet (KOZP), n.d.). However, the fulfillment of this goal 

may differ from member to member, as some would be placated by a Sootpete while 

others would want to see the Pete figure removed from the holiday altogether. It should 

be noted that as part of Nederland Wordt Beter, the activities of KOZP are meant to 
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contribute to the larger goal of eliminating structural racism in the country. On the face of 

it, the goal of those who are pro-Pete is simple: the maintaining of Black Pete in his 

current form. However, this chapter will delve into possible underlying motives for this 

goal. 

The Dutch online anti-racism movements, which have Black Pete as their major 

focus, are under-researched. As mentioned in Chapter 2, there is little literature to be 

found beyond Hilhorst and Hermes (2015) and Van Es, Van Geenen, and Boeschoten 

(2014), who looked at Facebook only.  

The work on Dutch racism that exists is written, by and large, by scholars from 

traditions where digitality, the ubiquity of the internet, and the online experience are not 

explored as often or as deeply as in the field of communication. Philomena Essed’s 

eminent works on Dutch racism,  from Understanding Everyday Racism (1991) to Dutch 

Racism (Essed & Hoving, 2014), have remained relevant in terms of their descriptions of 

particular Dutch values, and narratives, but they lack insight into what makes a 

postcolonial internet-age society move. Gloria Wekker’s excellent White Innocence 

(2016) describes the cultural hangover of colonialism and white supremacy in the country 

in great detail, but Black Pete is only a chapter in that book and it does not go into the 

mechanics of a movement.  

There are many gaps in the scholarship on Dutch social movements, but what is 

fundamentally missing is the acknowledgement that social media is ubiquitous in Dutch 

society and that, although filter bubbles are an algorithmic reality, it allows people from 

all corners to inhabit each other’s spaces should they so choose. The Black Pete 

controversy is often described as a debate, but the opposing sides of the debate tend to be 
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discussed as though they only speak to their own, rather than as part of a back and forth. 

If we are to discuss Black Pete as a symbol of race and racism in Dutch society, then it is 

important to understand how different sides and actors engage in the meaning-making 

process together. 

Intergroup interaction is not an overly common topic in the literature on online 

social movements. Rather, this topic is largely relegated to other related or overarching 

areas such as computer-mediated communication or intergroup relations. The aim is often 

to find ways to use the internet to improve these interactions (see White, Harvey, & Abu-

Rayya, 2015 for a critical overview and potential application). In addition, these studies 

often are aimed at understanding the effects of online contact on the attitudes of members 

of majority group towards minority groups (Harwood, 2010). They do not look at actual 

interaction. Kim and Wojcieszak (2018), for example, examine how reading comments 

by and about LGBTQ+ people and undocumented immigrants affects attitudes, but in this 

are looking at passive behavior (exposure, not interaction), rather than active behavior 

(posting and commenting in the same spaces), which might have different results. 

The common refrain in the Black Pete discussion is that this is a “people’s issue.” 

Therefore it is important to understand how the people use the tools available to them in 

resolving the issue. Although in person protests are happening every year, these are 

covered by the media, as they are public events. The use of online spaces to share, 

organize, motivate, and interact was not a major element of the previous chapters. 

However, in order to gain a more holistic understanding of the meaning-making process, 

these activists, their tools and practices, and their individual narratives must be explored. 
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The analysis in this chapter touches on all four major research questions. It 

discusses interpretations of Pete, interactions between and about agents in the meaning-

making process, the use of technology, and colonialism as it relates to present day. To do 

this is, this chapter investigates the online communicative behaviors of Black Pete 

activists and invested individuals on social media on both sides of the debate. I tease out 

how these activists use Twitter and Facebook to share information, interact with both 

like-minded and dissenting individuals and groups, and what themes and narratives 

appear in their posts and comments. 

The analysis shows that anti-Pete and pro-Pete activists use social media in 

similar ways but with differing results. Although both sides use Facebook and Twitter to 

share relevant news amongst themselves, the anti-Petes are much more proactive in their 

attempts to turn online engagement into offline action. The anti-Pete side has, over time, 

turned various online campaigns into a single movement that uses the following it has 

built on its Facebook pages and other social media to organize national protests from a 

central place. Their use of social media is aimed at getting people to participate in their 

protests and educational initiatives or to generate anti-racist activity beyond just Black 

Pete. Their interpretation and use of Pete are formed from not only personal experiences 

with Dutch racism, but also from a closer understanding of the impacts of Dutch 

colonialism. The pro-Petes, however, are negative and antagonistic. Their communicative 

strategies and social media use are less aimed at political change and more at disrupting 

anti-Pete action and maintaining a status quo. In addition, many of their members’ posts 

mimic right-wing political speech, highlighting that even here Black Pete is a tool in a 

larger political conversation. 
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Observations 

News Sharing 

Social media is used to share information in many different ways, by many 

different people (Kümpel et al., 2015). This behavior is predictably also present in the 

Dutch activist communities. Members share both written articles and newscasts in order 

to bring attention to them. When opening one of their pages, what I often encountered 

was a link to a news site, which then allowed other users to share that news out into their 

own circles. Indeed, even when I was using social media for personal purposes, I would 

see posts from anti-Pete pages shared by friends and family. I was not following these 

sites myself, choosing instead to go into the communities deliberately and systematically, 

but was still exposed to their content. Usually news is shared to highlight or underline a 

specific argument.  

The news shared fell into a few categories: personal stories, municipal decisions, 

politics, and protest coverage. Both sides cover these topics extensively. Personal stories 

can either be from celebrities and public figures, such as when Dolores Leeuwin, reporter 

on the Sinterklaasjournaal, gave her personal opinion (“Sinterklaasjournaal-

Presentatrice,” 2015), or, occasionally, from regular people. The former type is covered 

about equally by both sides, the latter more often by the pro-Pete side. Municipal 

decisions are posted with supportive or negative commentary depending on which 

decision the side falls on, as are political decisions. Protest coverage is posted extensively 

by both sides, usually with color commentary. In the case of protests with major 

consequences or continuing stories, such as arrests or the Dokkum highway debacle, both 

pages will post the news as it comes in.  
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Twitter and Facebook are both used to share news. On Twitter I followed both 

official and personal accounts, which both used the platform to post and comment on 

decisions, politics, and protests. The #ZwartePietenDiscussie included the most news out 

of the main hashtags followed, which makes sense as it was the most general and simply 

most populated overall. Moreover, that hashtag was a place to not only give opinions on 

Pete, but also on the debate itself. Commentary on the debate questions the legitimacy 

and necessity of these discussions about Black Pete. As the Black Pete debate is actually 

about systemic racism in a broader sense, this kind of questioning is telling. Blackness 

and racism had rarely come up before, especially so often and so explicitly, and this 

shattered the illusion of Dutch tolerance for some. The news is not just Black Pete, the 

news is that we are talking about him at all. 

As both sides often posted stories of the same events, what became more 

interesting was to see the different ways in which the stories were framed, especially on 

the Facebook pages, as these were curated specifically for the point of view of the admins 

and the audience. Sometimes both sides post the same story with a caption providing the 

accepted frame. A good example of this difference in framing is a story on November 

19th 2019, posted on the Parool20 website about Pete-based divisions in the Amsterdam 

neighborhood the Jordaan. The Zwarte Piet is Racisme page posted the article with a long 

description of their own about how the Black Pete debate is not just national, but local. 

They quote an anti-Pete resident of the neighborhood from the article. The Actiegroep 

                                                

20 Het Parool is a daily newspaper that is focused mostly on Amsterdam. 
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page simply captions the article: “Neighborhood the Jordaan in Amsterdam. Once it was 

pleasant and convivial.” The community reactions to this story were, as was perhaps 

predictable, very divided. Another example of how the administrator’s choices shape the 

overall conversation and point of view surrounding the same or similar events is the 

decision on what to post and what not to. On November 18th, 2018 Zwarte Piet Niet 

posted a VICE Nederland video showing KOZP protesters being pelted with eggs and 

verbally assaulted in Eindhoven. On that same day they posted Jerry Afiyie’s account of 

this in Het Parool, as well as a Algemeen Dagblad report on extreme right Petes in 

Rotterdam. The Actiegroep, meanwhile, posted an article by the Daily Mail on the 

protests, a video of crying children with a plea for donations, and news of pro-Pete 

counter protesters being arrested and the KOZP demonstration halted. None of their news 

mentions the video of what happened in Eindhoven, and they frame the events in Tilburg 

as KOZP not being welcome in the city (with the aggressors in the right), which is 

reflected in the comments that paint the counter-protesters as victims. 

Despite the amount of news spread on these pages, both sides view the media 

with suspicion. This particularly the case with the pro-Petes, though they are also quicker 

to praise an outlet that publishes something that agrees with their point of view, as when 

the Telegraaf, a traditionally more conservative paper anyway, posted a report on a 

documentary about the origins of the holiday that the Actiegroep liked. The anti-Pete side 

occasionally shares their disappointment with how things are framed, language used, or 

the content of Op Eds. However, both sides still share news from the major Dutch news 

outlets. The pro-Pete side also shares a lot from smaller, more politically extreme outlets, 

many of which I had never seen before. This highlights that, although their views are not 
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exactly out of the mainstream, the kind of news that resonates in this group comes from 

outlets more willing to expose their own biases. Still, both sides show they put little trust 

in the media being on their side.  

Twitter and Facebook are both extremely popular platforms, and in my analysis 

and observation I saw them often used synergistically. Especially on Twitter, linking 

back to Facebook was common, especially in calls to action, when people following the 

various hashtags were asked to join in on protests or watch live. Although I did not 

follow too far into Instagram, this too was a commonly linked platform, especially in the 

later years. It should be noted that Instagram was bought by Facebook in 2012. Linking 

often seems to be a matter of either lacking functionality on Twitter (in the case of 

events) or the increasing integration of platforms (automatic cross-posting). 

As a final note on news sharing, the anti-Pete side shares a lot from international 

outlets about international responses to Pete and the protest. This includes American and 

British journalism, as well as articles from Germany, Denmark, Sweden, and more. Black 

Pete is brought up by African American comedians almost every year, which is usually 

shared. The idea that Black Pete makes the Dutch look bad on the international stage 

returns yearly. This sentiment also recurs on Twitter, both on tweets that share news and 

those that don’t. This kind of international attention is rarer on the pro-Pete page and by 

pro-Pete Twitter users, and is usually reacted to very negatively. This is because 

international reactions are almost always negative. Outside of the Dutch context, Black 

Pete does not benefit from memory. Dutch tradition only matters to the Dutch. To the 

outside eye, especially the American eye, the Dutch use of blackface is unacceptable. 

Other countries have no stake in maintaining the racial hierarchies of this former colonial 
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power in the way white Dutch people might. Their responses highlight the absurdity of 

the tradition and pro-Pete reactions to criticism.  

Moreover, they emphasize the importance of recognizing locality when speaking 

on race. Critical Race Theory calls racism ordinary, but this is often only the case to the 

insider. The Dutch may be appalled at stories of disproportionate incarceration in the 

United States, but turn a blind eye to targeted policing in their own cities. The global 

flows of power also matter here, a white Dutch person may benefit from white supremacy 

in the US (through, for example, media representation), but the average American 

benefits little from caring about race in the Netherlands. In parallel, the Afro-Dutch may 

benefit from African American activism (Black Lives Matter being a slogan for the 

African diaspora the world over), but a Black American will reap few rewards from a 

Black Dutch victory. Regardless, the anti-Pete activists, at this point in time, do not need 

reciprocity in that way. That foreigners can look at Black Pete through their own context 

and express their disbelief still allows anti-Petes to publicize this support and use it to 

bolster their cause. 

Use of Memes 

Although neither Facebook nor Twitter are platforms built around images, like 

Instagram, YouTube, and more recently TikTok, they both do allow easy integration of 

audiovisuals. This allows the people and groups posting about Black Pete to not only post 

images of Pete (for whatever purpose), but also to circulate memes. The use of memes 

appears in both groups, but more so on the Pro-Pete side. The Actiegroep Pro Zwarte Piet 

Facebook page, especially, posts more memes than either of the anti-Pete pages, which 

are more focused on organizing and serious information sharing.  
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The Actiegroep Facebook page’s memes are usually some (computer) drawn 

image of Black Pete with a catchy text. Figure 24, for example: “A sensible person is not 

the one who sees racism in Pete”21. This is pretty typical of a meme. These pictures have 

the added benefit of being easily shareable. For example, the one mentioned above has 

only 11 comments, but 183 shares. On Twitter, memes and humorous pictures are also 

commonly shared by both sides, but again, more commonly by pro-Petes. Some of the 

most liked tweets involve some kind of meme. What stood out in particular, was the use 

of Black people known to be associated with KOZP, in particular Sylvana Simons and 

Jerry Afriyie (discussed in a later section), with provocative texts to ramp up engagement 

(see Figures 25 and 26). Another effective way the Actiegroep page creates engagement 

using memes or other kinds of images is by asking members to caption the pictures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

21 This rhymes in Dutch: “Een verstandig mens is het niet, die in Piet racisme ziet”. 
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Figure 24: “Een verstandig mens is het niet, die in Zwarte Piet racisme ziet” 
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Figure 25: An image of Sylvana Simons with the text “A like for everyone who not only 

thinks I am dumb, but above all the BIGGEST HATE MONGER!!” 

 

Figure 26: An image of Jerry Afriyie with the text “I fled my own culture. To wreck 

yours”. Also on the picture his twitter handle with lines connecting him to twitter 

accounts for Che Guevara and Vladimir Lenin 
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Citizen Perspectives on Political Speech 

The activities of politicians are often the source of ire in the activist community. 

This is, of course, not surprising. Social media platforms are ripe for political discourse, 

as seen by the number of studies on their convergence. What can be observed in the 

Black Pete communities is generally dismay at lack of action, although there are 

moments, such as the PVV’s attempt at legislating Pete as Black, that show the fervor of 

the divides. Where Chapter 5 shows the use of Black Pete as a political bargaining chip, 

this chapter highlights the citizen response to this political posturing. The frustration on 

the anti-Pete Facebook pages, in particular, is palpable. While the pro-Petes benefit from 

stagnancy and thus only need to let their dismay be known when change is proposed, the 

purpose of the anti-Pete movement is to disrupt and put on display a faulty system based 

on colonial racial hierarchies. When politicians say there is nothing they can do, this does 

not necessarily help their goal of change in that moment, but it does give them material to 

illustrate interest convergence in the government. Being in government gives people 

power. The majority white government would have no interest in changing Pete unless it 

was in some way advantageous to them, and even now, with the country watching, these 

are deliberations they get to make with little interference. The anti-Pete organization, as 

an anti-racist movement, uses this hesitance to circle back to the ways Black Pete stems 

from colonial racialization and power, which is only just now, through the amplifying 

and organizing force of the internet, being unavoidably resisted. 

Political decisions were usually shared through the form of links to news articles. 

This kind of news is shared amongst both pro and anti-Pete communities. Although 

politicians often espouse the importance of impartiality, stating that Black Pete is a 
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people’s issue, it is clear that the “people” of which they speak are an idealized 

community, spoken into existence by these politicians to dodge responsibility for the 

underlying problems. The “people” they have constructed, however, are pushing back 

against being used in this way. In November 2018, for example, the page Zwarte Piet is 

Racisme posted commentary on two news articles. On November 19th, Prime Minister 

Mark Rutte stated the changes surrounding Black Pete were going “pretty well”, but 

condemned protests during a “children’s festival”. The moderators of the page pushed 

back against this idea, attributing the changed Rutte praised to those protest he 

condemned and reminding the visitors to the page that they could not trust their political 

leaders to stand on the forefront of change. Reading around the hate towards anti-Petes in 

the comment section, those seriously engaging with this article and the rest of the post 

agreed with the moderators, with one commenter adding: “I haven’t expected anything 

from Rutte in years.” In contrast, a few days earlier, on November 24th, Gert-Jan Seegers, 

party leader of the ChristenUnie was praised for his support of Sootpetes. In some of the 

comments on this post, a direct comparison was drawn between his open support and 

Rutte’s unwillingness to act. What this comparison reflects is that there is also power in 

opposing Pete, only not yet enough for it to be worth the ideological switch for most 

parties.  

Although they are not exactly happy about it, it quickly becomes clear that the 

people who post about Black Pete on these platforms and in these communities see the 

Black Pete debate as inherently political. As one Twitter user says, under the 

#ZwartePietNiet, “It is a political game. They want petes in their own political colors. 

Now that’s polarization” (Ameye, 2016). This tweet highlights what appears as a mutual 
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understanding between the various people involved in the online discourse: Choosing a 

side for Pete means choosing a side for politics in general. One comment on a November 

19th, 2018 post on Actiegroep Pro Zwarte Piet reads: “Just keep voting for SP (Socialist 

Party) how quickly do you want to ruin your country?” A November 15th, 2014 post on 

arrests at a protest highlights the politicians the pro-Pete side believes is on their team: 

“Only the parties #PVV and #VNL from Joram van Klaveren stood up for the tradition of 

our fatherland. Political the Hague SHAME ON YOU!!” A post on March 7th, 2017 

shows a picture with a drawing of Black Pete and the words: “Are you for Black Pete? 

Then you can vote for the following parties: PVV, Nieuwe Wegen, VNL and FVD”. This 

explicit connection of certain parties to their own side is less common on the anti-Pete 

side, which seems more concerned about overall lack of action and takes affiliation on a 

case by case basis. However, on multiple occasions anti-Petes are connected to left-wing 

politics and pro-Petes to right-wing politics. 

One particular left-wing politician whose name is often evoked is Sylvana 

Simons. Simons, born in Suriname and raised in the Netherlands, was primarily known as 

a television presenter for programs such as the Dutch version of Dancing with the Stars 

(Sylvana Simons, n.d.). She entered Dutch politics as part of DENK in 2016, after some 

time as an outspoken anti-racist celebrity, to much right-wing outrage. She formed her 

own party Bij1 (formerly Artikel 1) in December 2016. As she was previously already a 

well-known public figure, she is still often seen in the Dutch media speaking on issues of 

racism and feminism, including Black Pete. These appearances draw much attention in 

the online communities being studied here. For example, when Simons had to change the 

name of her party, Actiegroep Pro Zwarte Piet posted a link with the text: “Sylvana 
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Simons is big on adjusting yourself right? Then she can adjust herself!”. The comments 

on this post agree with its general sentiment, but it is interesting to see that some 

members of the community are telling the group to stop giving her a podium and that she 

is over exposed.  

Indeed, Simons appears on the page a lot, including when there is no news on her, 

as her name is an easy target. Thus memes equating her to Black Pete or making fun of 

her in general are posted several times, and when news of her in-person harassment by 

pro-Pete activists comes out, this page posted several articles spouting support of the 

harassers. The anti-Pete groups, meanwhile, post some of her interviews and appearances 

as well, but cover her much less and do not bring up her name unless there is a relevant 

news article. Where it appears the pro-Pete side see her as equivalent to a spokesperson 

for KOZP, the anti-Pete side understands her as a powerful voice and important political 

ally, but does not tout her as an official part of their organization. This again, might be 

connected to the difference in online communicative strategy between the two groups, 

where one is quite ad hoc and the other curated and specific. 

Organizing, Self-Reporting, and Community Pride 

The anti-Pete Facebook pages are both run by actual activist organizations, who 

have over the years been working towards the goal steadily. Their use of social media is 

part of their strategy for achieving this goal. Thus their practices as organizers and 

informers are central to their overall communicative practices. Through the posts and 

comments observed I note three distinct types: Calls to action, activity reports, and 

community support. Each type functions in conjunction with the other, and each furthers 
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the goal in a different way. The pro-Pete page uses these types of posts as well, but more 

sparingly and with different affective framing. 

Both sides have, at different points, used their social media platforms for 

fundraising. On the anti-Pete side donations are asked multiple times and starting 

relatively early on. In 2014 they ask for donations to help fund a court case in 

Amsterdam, which was received positively by some, but also drew the attention of many 

pro-Petes. Throughout the years they ask for donations to cover costs for parts of protests, 

such as podiums and buses. The comments on these posts by people who are anti-Pete 

signal their appreciation and willingness to donate. The Actiegroep only asks for 

donations in 2018. In one post they attach a video of the aftermath of a protest in 

Zaandam, with a crying child. The comments on this post do not refer back to the request 

to donate in anyway, but instead focus on the video. Notably, the website to which the 

post links is no longer active. Another request for donations in that year states “the battle 

continues!” and specifically states their goal is to get protests during arrival processions 

banned. Again, the comments do not engage with the request so much as they are filled 

with anger about anti-Petes, as well as links to articles and petitions. It is difficult to tell 

from these posts whether their requests for donations actually had any success. 

The Facebook groups are also used as a central point for letting people know 

about protests. Starting in 2013, Zwarte Piet is Racisme posts about its protests yearly. In 

addition to these calls to protest, the anti-Pete group asks for petitions to be signed, 

people to come to meetings, and for people to tell their stories. Some protests are 

livestreamed on the Facebook page, and some people will live tweet the events as well. 

However, as neither Facebook nor Twitter are geared towards visual media as much as, 



 219 

for example, Instagram, it is likely more real time engagement would be found on those 

platforms. After protests news reports on the events and their aftermath are often posted, 

especially if there are any arrests made. The events surrounding the Dokkum protests in 

2017, for example, when a group of pro-Pete activists stopped a bus of anti-Pete activists 

on the high way, was much discussed on both sides. Otherwise, for the anti-Petes, the 

post-protest posting is generally more supportive and self-congratulatory, with thanks 

going out to all those who attended or showed support in other ways. 

On the pro-Pete side, calls to action are significantly less frequent. Again, this is 

likely due to the decentralized nature of pro-Pete activism, which maintains a lot of 

online engagement but that does not have the activist strategies that KOZP does to bring 

it offline effectively. What is seen more is the posting of reports and recordings of 

protests that have happened. Some posts are about pro-Pete protests, usually as they 

happen in conjunction with anti-Pete demonstrations (and thus act as counter-protests), 

where they praise those members of their communities for their bravery and solidarity. 

Otherwise, their attention is more focused towards condemning anti-Pete activists for 

their actions. Though they spend more time on this, they are quite effective in creating a 

hero-villain dichotomy, and the comments show that it keeps their members activated, 

angry, and on their side. 

Spokespeople, Big Names, and Organizations 

In the case of the anti-Pete community in particular, there is power in particular 

names and organizations. KOZP as an organization has clout and name recognition in 

both communities, and this is one of the main differences between the online and offline 

presences of these groups. Although there are many well-known right-wing politicians 
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who use Black Pete as part of their rhetoric, and this gives clout and visibility to that side, 

the pro-Pete citizenry who are seen in this analysis lack a true public face — despite 

some existing organizations that do have some form of leadership — and no solidarity 

around one or a few big personalities seems to have formed, online or off. KOZP’s main 

public figures, however, are both actively present amongst other activists and interested 

parties online, and support for these people when they are perceived as harmed is part and 

parcel of support for the cause in general. Notably, Simons’ pre-existing celebrity, which 

is only bolstered by her activism and political ambition, gives her extensive media 

visibility and thus extensive vulnerability, which contributes to her high status in the anti-

Pete movements, even though she is not an official spokesperson for KOZP. 

The most central official figure is also not a politician. Jerry Afriyie, also known 

by his stage name Kno’ledge Cesare, is a Ghanaian-born poet who began the original 

Zwarte Piet is Racisme campaign with Quincy Gario in 2011. He is still the head of the 

campaign in its current form as Kick Out Zwarte Piet, though Gario is no longer 

involved. Afriyie has been arrested due to his role in the protests on multiple occasions. 

Although Afriyie was not particularly well-known before his involvement with KOZP, 

his role at the front lines amplified his notoriety, just as it propelled Simons into an even 

bigger spotlight. Subsequently, these arrests were the source of much discussion on both 

sides of the Black Pete debate, becoming as much of a media spectacle as the protests and 

counter-protests. Not to mention the fact that, as the trials in this case happened 

throughout the year, this coverage put Pete in the news even in the usually quieter 

summer months. For the anti-Petes, these arrests were seen as confirming the complicity 

of Dutch institutions. Accordingly, support for Afriyie during these legal troubles was put 



 221 

forth as action against institutional racism. Meanwhile, on the pro-Pete page anti-Pete 

protesters are routinely painted as criminals, and Afriyie’s arrests shown as proof. One of 

the first cases, in October 2016, sees Afriyie accused of battering a police officer during 

his arrest. The anti-Pete pages ask their members to come to the courthouse to support 

him, celebrates his acquittal, and laments the prosecution’s decision to appeal. The pro-

Pete page confidently calls the court date “D-Day” for Afriyi, but at his acquittal accuses 

the court of being partial.  

In the comments the supporters of the page call him a dog and call for him to be 

deported or locked up. Some commenters call for him to be whipped and given an owner. 

Many call him a delusional idiot. The comments on his acquittal are along these same 

lines, additionally calling the courts weak and corrupt and the police victims of the 

extreme left. Pete is mentioned in these exchanges mostly as evidence of Afriyie’s 

“crime” of hating the country and white people, but the vitriol is mostly concentrated on 

his character and his race. His connection to Pete is well-established by this point in time, 

enough to draw all this negative attention his way, to the point that Black Pete is merely a 

peripheral issue that gives racists permission to wish him into bondage. It highlights, 

once again, that Pete is not the problem, but simply a symptom of racism that is pervasive 

in Dutch society. 

Other than Afriyie and Simons, only a few figures reoccur. These individuals are 

usually people who were either big names early on, or public figures who speak to the 

media on a more regular basis, such as academic Gloria Wekker or documentarian Sunny 

Bergman. Quincy Gario is a name that is brought up, especially by the pro-Petes, on 

several occasions. However, Gario was only a major part of the movement very early on, 
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as his “Black Pete is Racism” performance art project was part of its inception. He did 

not become an official part of the KOZP organization. When he is brought up, this 

usually leads to a derailment of the conversation, as people feel the need to defend KOZP 

from a perceived negative association. Perhaps this is the goal, as his name is usually 

evoked to speak on his other activities, which may be seen as too extreme or otherwise 

not in step with the position of the group at large. This leads to the conversation moving 

to a defensive stance rather than education, which is a more common initial tone when 

anti-Pete members respond to hostile comments on their pages. 

The difference made by visible leadership is felt all through the ways in which 

Facebook, in particular, is used. It is seen in both the types of posts made on the three 

pages analyzed here, but also in the content and spread of the comment sections. 

Although the page Zwarte Piet is Racisme is not titled Kick Out Zwarte Piet, it is known 

that it is KOZP’s main space on Facebook, with the Nederland Wordt Beter page as its 

official affiliate and the Zwarte Piet Niet page as another associated page. ZPiR has, from 

the beginning, focused itself as a space for people serious in their discontent with the 

status quo of Sinterklaas. Although they post commentary to some of the news they link, 

they mostly post links to reputable news outlets, call to join in on protests or meetings, 

and talk of ways to make change. Later on they even post official press releases on 

actions and events collaboration with their parent organization.  

The Actiegroep page, on the other hand, posts more news from sites that are not 

well-known or part of any major outlet. In addition, they post more memes and 

screenshot of tweets or other messages for social media. These are posted with comments 

like “How many likes for the truth?” or “How many likes for this heroine?” and are 
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aimed at riling up their base and gathering likes and comments. Starting in 2016 they 

begin to post fewer memes, and engagement is down in that year. More memes return 

later on, possibly as a response to the downturn in engagement. Once this happens 

engagement rises again. On November 18, 2014, they do put out a request for 

moderators, which seemed successful, though the results of this search are unknown. 

After a group goes into a school dressed as Pete uninvited, saying racist and antagonistic 

things, the administrators of the Actiegroep eventually put out a post condemning these 

actions. In the comments, however, there is a mix of reactions, from people agreeing this 

goes too far to people saying this is exactly the kind of action the group needs to 

encourage. Lack of a central example and consistency of the expected behavior is here 

seen is lack of consensus of acceptable practices. 

Venturing into Enemy Territory 

Entering the pro-Pete Facebook page and the anti-Pete Facebook pages it, initially 

seems as though the same behaviors are shared on all aspects. Both pages share news. 

Both pages share pictures. Both pages call to action. It is at the opening of a comment 

section that a startling difference becomes evident: Pro-Pete commenters are 

overwhelmingly present in the pages of both sides. 

The presence of pro-Petes in anti-Pete spaces is one the observations that stood 

out the most. The way these Facebook pages function means they cannot be private. 

However, the pages are created with the idea that those who agree with or like the subject 

matter would be the ones to frequent the page. On several occasions the administrators of 

Zwarte Piet is Racisme are forced to comment on the negativity on their pages. As early 

as November 14, 2013, they temporarily shut down comments on the page until after 
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Sinterklaas to allow people to “cool off”. In 2015 they announce their plans to file an 

official police report about some of the comments on their page, and in December 2017 

they post about having to block some Facebook users for their abusive comments. There 

is truly not a single post on the anti-Pete pages that does not have pro-Pete comments, 

often more pro-Pete comments than anti-Pete ones, even. 

The reason for this overabundance of negativity is not clear. Perhaps it stems from 

the posting and comment culture on the pro-Pete page in general. The posts on the 

Actiegroep page are often antagonistic in nature as well. The approach of the 

administrator is aggressive and confrontational, and has been so from the beginning. In 

response to a change to the Sinterklaasjournaal in 2014, the admins posted “They are just 

shoving it down our throats!”. Anti-Pete activists are called crazy and stupid by the 

administrators on a regular basis. This kind of language and behavior is then mirrored in 

the comment section. In addition, there is little in way of options for offline action 

provided on the page. Even occasional calls for action or to join in on a counter-protest 

are largely reactionary. While KOZP and its affiliated pages are very proactive in their 

attempts to change Pete, eliminate institutional racism, and educate on colonial history, 

the pro-Pete side’s actions, on the other hand, have, from the beginning, come from a 

need to halt change. Theirs is an aggressive response to ethnic threat, and in a way, it 

seems the pro-Pete online culture is one of offense is the best defense.  

 

Racist Language and Right-Wing Rhetoric 

A running theme in the pro-Pete community is the active celebration of Black 

Pete in conjunction with other sources of “Dutch Pride”. While this is on the surface an 
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innocuous practice, these same communities also allow a largely unchecked use of racist, 

abusive language. It is often lamented that it is unfair to say everyone who is for the 

preservation of Black Pete is racist, to which many anti-Pete individuals then say it is not 

about the person but the practice. It is true that there are levels of racism amongst the pro-

Pete, many simply do not want to let go of a happy childhood memory. However, in 

reading through the comments and tweets, it became difficult — even for someone like 

me whose goal is to state plainly the realities of these groups and their communicative 

practices — to separate the honest attempts at debate from the malicious, relentless 

bigoted language. 

The range of abusive language used is wide. Both sides use ableist language to 

delegitimize the other side, calling them stupid or crazy (the condescending ‘gekkies’ or 

‘little crazies’, is a favorite on both sides). This kind of uncivil language is used freely 

and without reproach on both sides, though in terms of administrators or official 

spokespeople, only the Actiegroep page admins are seen using this language. For 

example a December 2, 2017 post with a screenshot of a tweet about Black people giving 

up their free day and bodies to protest Pete is captioned “these people are absolutely 

crazy”. Other comments call anti-Petes ‘sad’, ‘toddlers’, and ‘retarded’, amongst terms. 

On occasion one side will accuse the other of being terrorists, and the pro-Pete side are 

often equated to Nazis, which is taken with great offense. However, it is the pro-Pete 

posters that use the most egregious of derogatory terms.  

The word ‘neger’ (Dutch for ‘negro’ and its even more taboo derivatives) is used 

very freely by pro-Pete commenters and Twitter users. It is used both to simply refer to 

Black people (ex: “Does anyone know a negro named Pete? [Supersnob, 2013]), and to 
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explicitly insult them (ex: “200 riot-negroes arrested, 0 NVU whites. So now who are the 

violent crazies? [kritische Nederlander, 2016]). The word ‘neger’ is understood to be 

racist language in the Netherlands as are its English equivalents. Some Afro-Dutch 

people may use it to refer to themselves (in an act of reclamation and resignification), but 

for a white person to use it is not acceptable. Amongst the pro-Petes using this language, 

the offensive nature of the word is known, as seen in tweets like “Two dark women (you 

can’t say negress right?) are talking about the #zwartepietendiscussie” (De Geus, 2017) 

or “Shall we ignore the  #zwartepietendiscussie (emphasis)” (Van de Hoonaard, 2014). 

The latter example, as translated from the Dutch, point to the fact that the Dutch word for 

‘ignore’ is ‘negeren’, with the emphasis as ‘ne-GER-en’ rather than in the word for negro 

where the emphasis would be ‘NE-ger’. The repeated use of the slur, despite these 

explicit acknowledgements that the language is meant to be hurtful, crass, and ‘non-pc’, 

highlights the racist underpinnings of membership to this group.   

In addition to using racist language, threats of physical harm also occur. However, 

due to the terms of service on both Twitter and Facebook, these messages are often 

removed. Of the Twitter saw during my observations actual threats would not be found 

with a search now and are not present in the messages I retrieved from archival searches. 

These messages are usually flagged or reported and removed in due course. However, as 

evidenced by court cases and discrimination filings by both KOZP as an organization and 

individual high-profile anti-Pete activists, such as Sylvana Simons, threats to the physical 

well-being of activists are not unheard of. This is not to say there are no anti-Pete posters 

and commenters who make similar threats and wishes of harm or use derogatory 
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language. However, by overall volume it simply seems less part of the accepted culture of 

the group. 

What should also not be ignored are the occurrences of crossover bigotry. As has 

been established, the Pete issue is often seen as a matter of the political right vs the 

political left. Beyond the support of some parties for certain sides, this assertion also 

comes from the other societal issues that are championed by each side. The anti-Pete 

stance is sometimes conflated with general “pc culture” (ex: “Ever since that bullshit with 

the #zwartepietendiscussie and about that #genderneutraal stuff many people have fallen 

and hit their heads. The word “negro” is suddenly taboo and @NS_online is going crazy 

by banning “ladies and gentlemen”” [Pakuszewski, 2017]). The pro-Pete stance is, as 

mentioned, associated with Nazis. While antisemitism does not explicitly come through 

in posts and comments, Islamophobia does. Often this is done by comparing Muslim 

traditions to Sinterklaas, and calling them either much worse or saying tit for tat, if we 

lose Sinterklaas, the Muslims lose Ramadan. Anti-immigration stances, viewing non-

white citizens as living off welfare, and other bigoted beliefs are also part of this 

congregation of nationalism and bigotry (ex: “Hand in passport, stop welfare payments 

and get out!”). Reading these messages, the words “go back to where you came from” 

becomes almost expected. Considering that this kind of rhetoric is also common in the 

political speech of right-wing parties like the PVV, this is another example of the ties 

between right-wing populism in the Netherlands and Black Pete’s efficacy as a political 

tool.  
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Speaking Racism into Existence 

A repeated refrain amongst the pro-Pete posters is the notion that by challenging 

Black Pete and speaking of racism in the Netherlands, those who are anti-Pete are 

creating racism in the country. If these people were not complaining, is the belief, then 

there would be no racism in the country. And so, what we see, is repeated examples of 

anti-racists giving lessons on the non-White Dutch experience and the history behind 

Black Pete. This is labor that comes on top of the other activist activities performed by 

anti-racists that engage in these spaces. Neither the Facebook pages nor much of the 

Twitter feeds are private, and thus, although these platforms allow for amplification of 

voices, they provide little in way of barriers from abuse, and fail to create a true safe 

space for developing political ideas. 

Both in the comments on the Actiegroep page and in the hashtagged tweets, there 

are people, pro-Pete by and large, pleading for others to simply ignore the other side. As 

one twitter poster writes: “So stop whining. Especially the media too. Ignore the subject. 

Causes polarization and chagrin” (Gijs, 2019). Another good example is a comment on a 

November 28, 2017 post about retrying the Dokkum protest, which states: “Like my 

husband says the less attention the better. A bunch of whiners from 020 who think 

everyone should live according to their rules. And as long as they get positive or negative 

attention it will not stop. Lots of dark people are just for black Pete and ignore these 

whiners.” This comment is illustrative of the overall content of this argument, as she 
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states the problem will go away if no one talks about it, blames liberal urban elites22, 

believes the existence of Black Dutch people who are pro-Pete negates the entire 

grievance, and uses the Dutch word for ‘whiner’ which is ‘zeurpiet’. Zeurpiet literally 

translates to ‘complain Pete’, and is very often used as a pun to refer to anti-Petes.  

Another recurring complaint by pro-Petes is that in being called racist, or being 

asked to change their tradition on the basis of racism, they are in fact being racially 

discriminated against. One comment on a November 16, 2014 post with protest pictures 

reads: “Yesterday I was already made out to be a racist a few times. It’s time we form a 

group and report discrimination and slander.” In this reckoning with the institutional 

racism in the country, for many of the pro-Petes being called a racist is a personal affront, 

centering these issues of race around their feelings rather than their actions. The illusion 

of Dutch tolerance is once again shattered in these performative displays of outrage. 

When they call anti-Petes and anti-racist activists “sick” or “stupid” or tell them to hand 

in their passports, they betray the myth of Dutch multiculturalism (the failure of which is 

studied and acknowledged by many). The cognitive dissonance here results in lashing out 

as we have seen throughout. 

Additionally, in their questioning of the reality of racism in the Netherlands and 

the motives of anti-Petes, pro-Petes utilize a number of logical fallacies including 

                                                

22 020 is in reference to the Amsterdam area code. Some cities, like Amsterdam and Rotterdam (010), are 

often referred to by their area codes by locals and non-locals alike. In this case, the use of 020 alludes not 

just to Amsterdam but to urban areas in general, which have larger non-white populations and are perceived 

as liberal and left-wing. 
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whataboutism, a form of the appeal to hypocrisy, and the slippery slope fallacy. Both are 

often seen in conjunction with islamophobia. Whataboutism incorporates islamophobia 

by referencing female circumcision or ritual slaughter. Other common topics that are 

brought up as ‘worse’ or ‘not cared about enough’ are modern slavery a child trafficking, 

especially as committed by Africans and Muslims. In terms of the slippery slope 

islamophobia comes through in some comments where it is said Muslim holy days will 

replace all Western or Christian ones. 

A final, quite interesting form of these fallacies is bringing up Dutch foods with 

names that reference races and ethnicities. Most commonly the foods are the ‘negerzoen’, 

‘blanke vla’, and the ‘jodenkoek’. ‘Negerzoen’ translates to ‘negro kiss’ and is a 

chocolate-coated marshmallow dome on a wafer. Some manufacturers of this treat 

changed the name to more generic kisses after backlash against the racial element of the 

name in the early 2000s. The chocolate covered ‘moorkop’ or ‘moor’s head’ is brought 

up for the same reason when using this fallacy. ‘Vla’ is a type of custard dessert, ‘blanke 

vla’ is a very light version with a very neutral taste. ‘Blank’ is the most common word for 

the skin of a white Dutch person. The ‘jodenkoek’ or ‘Jew cookie’ is a large shortbread 

cookie that get their name through their supposed Sephardic Jewish origins. These are 

facetiously brought forth as being racist. They are also given as alternatives to the 

‘Stroopwafelpiet’, a Pete variant with a stroopwafel (a Dutch caramel sandwich cookie) 

that was seen alongside multi-color and food-based (ex.: cheese) Petes on some 

occasions. Tweets like “Opponents of the stroopwafelpete have a proposal: the 

negerzoenpete :-)” (Van Enkhuizen, 2014) show that the use of these fallacies is 

deliberate and a tactic to delegitimize legitimate complaints. 



 231 

Using the Colonial Past 

The colonial past is a running current throughout the Black Pete discussion. It 

comes up in the posts and comments made by the activists as well. As with the politician 

in Chapter 5, we see it utilized in distinct ways. The colonial past is either revered or 

reviled. The pro-Pete side uses it, often in direct response to the anti-Pete arguments, as 

an example of Dutch supremacy and pride. The anti-Pete side uses it in two ways: As a 

direct reason for Pete’s Blackness and the slave parallel, and as an example of Dutch 

ignorance and goal post for anti-racism education. 

For the anti-Pete side, colonialism is considered directly connected to Black Pete, 

as it is connected directly to the presence of Black people in the Netherlands. The specter 

of slavery hangs heavy over the Black Pete debate as a whole. Thus, the changing or 

abolishing of the Black Pete tradition is an exercise in decolonization, as seen in the 

occasional use of hashtags like ‘#decolonisethemind’ and ‘#colonialhangover’. As one 

twitter user writes: “The whole street where I live is decorated. It's the celebration of a 

glorified narrative of colonialism + black slavery” (Henriques, 2014). The official pro-

Pete pages call out colonialism on several occasion, such as on November 24, 2019 when 

they post a screenshot of an article about two amateur soccer games being halted when 

players were called Black Pete and Sootpete. They caption this post “and the new week 

starts in Dutch fashion…… #ColonialSymbolism”. Pete as part of the colonial legacy is 

central to how KOZP and many individual anti-Pete members frame their pain and 

connect him to the larger issue of institutional racism in the Netherlands. 

In contrast, the Dutch colonial past is not brought up by the pro-Pete side very 

often. Slavery specifically is brought up more often by them than colonialism in general, 
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and rarely in such a way that it acknowledges the connection between the Blackness of 

slaves and the Blackness of Pete. If Pete’s potential past as a slave is mentioned it is 

framed as Saint Nicholas being his savior (ex: “Nicholas, bishop from Myra went on a 

crusade with his black pages (bought to free from slavery?) to announce the word and 

love of God with candy and presents” [CrypTopanga, 2019]). Otherwise slavery is 

brought up in its contemporary practice or to villainize Africans themselves for their 

participation, these are, as mentioned, tactics to derail conversation (ex.: “Conveniently 

people forget that blacks and colored sometimes had slaves too” [MissBrains, 2019]). 

Sometimes slavery is brought up to specifically antagonize anti-Petes, as well (ex: “They 

should reinstate #slavery again. Then those #whiners will know what they’re talking 

about” [Van Zoelen, 2019]). If there is shame for the scars left by the Dutch participation 

in chattel slavery, this is not part of the pro-Pete narrative, but if there is pride it is seen 

through the evocation of slavery in this manner. 

The Black Pete debate and the posting behaviors of anti-Petes often turn into 

educative sessions. I hesitate to use the word ‘opportunity’ here, though some would 

characterize those moments when angry or hateful comments are replied to with history 

and civics lessons. However, there is an emotional labor involved in engaging with those 

kinds of comments and performing that kind of service. In replying with long 

explanations of Dutch colonialism or institutional racism or even painful personal 

experiences, the individuals who take their time to do this are often speaking to people 

who have no interest in changing their minds and thus are only extending an argument. 

The times when someone actually takes this kind of engagement in good faith and replies 

positively are few and far between. In addition, much of these serious, educational replies 
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function as filling gaps left by the lack of care and interest taken in the harsh legacy of 

Dutch colonialism in Dutch curricula, media, and mnemonic practices. Improving the 

way colonial history and slavery are taught in schools is part of Nederland Wordt Beter 

and KOZP’s official activities, through initiatives like “Celebration for all children” 

(Dutch: “Feest voor alle kinderen”), which was announced on the Zwarte Piet is Racisme 

page in 2016, as well as class materials on the history of Sinterklaas and Black Pete that 

are made available on the Nederland Wordt Beter website for free. Pete is used as a 

starting off point for educating children on race in the Netherlands and the darker parts of 

their own history.  

Think of the Children 

The motto that Sinterklaas is a children’s festival is commonplace on both sides 

of the isle. As seen in the analyses of both political speech and children’s media 

narratives in the previous chapters, children and childhood are often incited both for 

reasons of nostalgia and presumptions of innocence. This is no different in the discourse 

amongst the activists. Childhood, like tradition, is conjured both as a defense of Pete and 

a subversion of this defense.  

Childhood innocence is invoked by the pro-Petes more than any other argument. 

To them the Black Pete discussion is ruining a children’s celebration (Dutch: 

“kinderfeest”). Adults are projecting their issues onto something that is for children: “It’s 

a children’s celebration. Adults wake up and cut it out” (Peter, 2014). What is seen as 

particularly egregious is the protests during the arrival procession, as there are always 

many children present at these events. Some even call for bans against protests at these 

parades because of the presence of children (ex.: “The culprit is the government that 
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doesn’t dare to have an opinion. You have to ban the demonstrations near children. Let 

Sinterklaas be a childhood celebration” [Jongeneel, 2019]). Images of children at these 

demonstrations are used for dramatic effect, as for example when the Actiegroep were 

asking for donations using a clip of a crying child.  

However, the argument from the anti-Pete side is that there are a lot of Black and 

brown children in the Netherlands who may experience Black Pete differently than their 

white peers. They often use the slogan “a celebration for all children”, to highlight the 

disparity of these experiences. This is why the personal stories of Black celebrities are 

sometimes posted on the Facebook pages, as they highlight how racism affect Black 

people in the Netherlands even as children. This stance is also in line and bolstered by the 

educational initiatives, which focus on helping children understand the historical 

background of Blackness in contemporary Dutch society. That it is a children’s 

celebration seems, from these initiatives, entirely the point. 

Discussion 

Activists and interested parties on both sides of the Black Pete debate use 

Facebook and Twitter to share information and connect with each other (see Table 2 for 

an overview of different approaches between groups). This information usually comes in 

the form of news articles or notices of events, such as protests. Where they differ is in the 

ways in which this information is brought. The anti-Pete side has, from the beginning, 

been very organized. The Zwarte Piet is Racisme Facebook page became the official page 

of the social justice organization Kick Out Zwarte Piet, and the posting culture aligned 

with that assignation. Posts there, though at times confrontational, were usually very 

focused on the mission at hand, giving relevant information about public and political 
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opinions, events and protests (both before and after), and personal stories that aligned 

with their messaging. On Zwarte Piet Niet, which was still affiliated with KOZP as well, 

the posts were in the same vein. 

 

Feature Anti-Pete Pro-Pete 
Organization Part of an official organization; 

central leadership; clearly 
communicated goals  

Decentralized; no 
official/recognizable spokespeople  

Political 
Affiliation 

Left-wing parties, but only 
those who explicitly speak out 

Right-wing populist parties; 
politicians function as powerful 
proxy 

Tone Angry; serious; motivated Aggressive; negative; mocking 
Posting 
behavior 

News sharing; calls to 
action/protest 

News sharing; mocking captions; 
memes 

Comment 
culture 

Primarily in own space; 
supportive; sharing experiences 

Vocal in spaces for both camps; 
derailing rhetorical practices/use of 
fallacies; “offense is the best 
defense” 

Nationalism Absent; rejected Racism, xenophobia, and 
islamophobia used to defend the 
Dutch identity 

Colonialism Central to messaging, goals, 
and solutions; seen as cause for 
ubiquity of racism 

Denied or glorified depending on 
context; slavery invoked 
maliciously 

Childhood Acknowledgment of 
fundamental differences 
between white and non-white 
childhood experiences; 
“festival for all children” 

Based in their own nostalgia; 
preservation of (white) childhood 
innocence 

Table 2: Comparisons between pro- and anti-Pete social media use and discourse  

 

On the Actiegroep Pro Zwarte Piet Facebook page, on the other hand, news is 

often shared in such a way that it produces outrage. Whether it be through the framing in 

the story itself or the captions provided by the administrators, the Actiegroep page is 

curated in such a way that pro-Petes appear mentally unstable or violent, with their 

grievances being downplayed and their actions villainized. Even news that is positive for 
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the pro-Petes, such as a city choosing to keep Black Pete in their Sinterklaas celebrations, 

is framed as a victory over terrorists against Dutch tradition. While the anti-Pete posts 

certainly do not hold back from telling their followers about violent action on their 

opponents’ side, they rarely add on in the way that the pro-Petes do.  

Where the anti-Petes use the news and information disseminating capabilities of 

social media to keep activists informed of ways to actively service their mission, focused 

more on their own people than what the other side does, the pro-Petes use it to spur their 

followers into aggressive and offensive posting behaviors, aimed at diverting the anti-

Petes’ offensive actions into defensive ones. This creates additional labor for the anti-

Petes and distracts them, especially the casual commenter and tweeter, from engaging in 

productive activism. 

Although the Facebook pages observed serve mainly as spaces for organizers or, 

in the case of the pro-Petes, an unofficial group of administrators, to place information in 

an easily accessible way for likeminded people, Twitter allowed for more insight into 

how the posting culture from those curated spaces manifested on a more individual level. 

What I saw was that Twitter and the Facebook comments sections were used in similar 

ways and that similar themes and behaviors emerged. In terms of behaviors my main 

interest was seeing how people connected to each other and interacted with each other’s 

posts.  

Both sites, however, invited more standalone posts than actual conversations. 

Most comments and tweets simply allowed for people with an opinion on Black Pete to 

state that opinion. Twitter, by nature of its character limits, invited more succinct 

statements. In addition, Twitter featured many posts that were simply a funny picture or 
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link to an article. However, the use of hashtags did still allow people to make clear their 

allegiance and their priorities in terms of what mattered to them. Because Facebook 

comments were able to be much longer than tweets, they did allow the users who visited 

the page to make the types of posts that would have to be broken up into several tweets 

on Twitter (which would make them less visible and less likely read), such as involved 

personal stories or thorough educational posts. Still, both sites did see interaction through 

retweets, replies, likes, and other reactions. Facebook comments especially could lead to 

very involved conversations, which were often arguments, as the anti-Pete pages drew 

many comments from members of the opposing side. 

While the anti-Petes stay mostly in their own spaces, sticking to the anti-Pete 

pages and hashtags that are either neutral (#zwartepietendiscussie) or specific 

(#zwartepietniet), the pro-Pete side frequents their opponents’ spaces as much as their 

own. These interactions are very rarely positive. In line with the tone and type of content 

often posted on the Actiegroep Facebook page, their comments and tweets are almost 

exclusively negative, accusatory, and antagonistic. Frequently they are also racist. Many 

of the narratives seen in the rhetoric of right-wing Dutch politicians are reproduced in 

these messages, islamophobia in particular. 

Beyond the ways in which these activists and interested parties inhabit and use 

Facebook and Twitter, a few major themes appeared. Both sides expressed 

disappointment in political leadership, especially that of the majority parties. The general 

consensus on the anti-Pete side is that not enough is being done, and that even ‘people’s 

issues’ can require political intervention. To KOZP Black Pete is part of Dutch 

institutional racism, and would thus require systemic change. This is seen in their 
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extended anti-racist platform, which is aimed at education. The lasting effects of the 

colonial past are an integral part of how Pete is understood by this group. These KOZP 

talking points are reflected in the comments and tweets of their social media following. 

The pro-Pete side is, as their often-bigoted rhetoric suggests, antagonistic against 

any political party that even obliquely criticizes Pete. Their ire is especially aimed 

towards Afro-Dutch actress-turned-politician Sylvana Simons. In these cases they see 

political action as overreaching. When right-wing parties express pro-Pete sentiment, 

however, this is celebrated. The colonial past is perhaps not always openly celebrated, but 

it is too frequently used as a taunt, showing at least some understanding of its problems 

and remaining impact.  

As politicians keep saying: Black Pete is a matter for the people. The 

organizations and individuals using social media to deal with this matter attach meaning 

to Pete in different ways. To pro-Petes, he is an icon of Dutchness, a view stemming from 

not just their childhood memories of him (for many anti-Petes will have those same 

memories), but from a place of nationalism. Spurred on by the right-wing rhetoric that 

has permeated Western politics in recent years, Pete is another thing of ‘theirs’ that is in 

danger of being taken away. Pete is, in this way, akin to jobs and neighborhoods: things 

that make them feel safe, something that should be stable and familiar but is now, 

somehow, not. At times there is a desperation in the aggression and animosity that pro-

Petes place on the anti-Pete pages. Pete is important to their Dutch identity not because 

he has always been there, but because he might be taken away. Their posts betray this 

anxiety through their references to other supposed threats to the Dutch way of life, like 

Muslims, immigrants or non-binary people.  
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To the anti-Petes, Black Pete is symbolic of systemic racism in the Netherlands, 

which is in turn an extension colonialism. Many anti-Petes have painful memories 

associated with Black Pete, even as children. If Pete, in his potential removal, became 

symbolic of growing up Dutch for the pro-Pete, for the anti-Petes he was a symbol what 

it meant to grow up not-quite Dutch enough. Protesting Pete is only a part of a larger, 

longer confrontation with racism, specifically anti-Black racism in the Netherlands. 

Talking about him allows for the members of this community to express their full 

experiences living in the Netherlands as a non-White person. Education about 

colonialism and slavery is part of their activism because, to them, Pete, racism, and 

colonialism are intrinsically tied. In the progression of creating meaning from Black Pete 

blackface results from racist and ignorant understandings of African people’s looks and 

behaviors, and these understandings stem from colonial interference through the 

transportation of slaves and the exploitation of African people and land, which 

necessitated a belief in white supremacy and the dehumanization of other peoples. 

As we saw with the discourse amongst politicians, activists and even member of 

the public who simply wish to express their opinions on Pete understand that he is a 

symptom of a larger ailment. When pro-Petes plead others to stop talking about him and 

putting him in the spotlight, they do have a point. Pete’s current, very visible status as a 

simultaneous symbol of Dutch innocence and Dutch complicity make him a political, 

rhetorical tool. And even though politicians often skirt the issue, reading and following 

these social media spaces makes clear that those citizens with a stake in the matter are 

fully aware of this. Their disappointment with or celebration of certain politicians and 

governmental decisions shows this.  



 240 

For the anti-Petes, especially, the need for official, institutional action comes 

through in their organization and initiatives. Their quest to improve education on Dutch 

colonial history is something that would best be achieved through action by the Ministry 

of Education, Culture and Science. Racism in the workplace needs to be addressed by the 

Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment. The over-policing of non-white 

neighborhoods should be handled by the Ministry of Justice and Security. The anti-Petes 

are an organization with clear goals, central leadership, and plans of action, and their 

explicit disappointment with the country’s leadership on these social issues shows they 

understand that institutional change requires institutional solutions. The pro-Petes’ anger 

at politicians who speak out, combined with their satisfaction with initiatives like the 

PVV’s pro-Pete law, shows they understand that as well. 

What communication technologies like social media allow people with little to no 

political clout to do is express opinions and find likeminded individuals through 

mechanisms like hashtags and interest groups. People on both sides of the debate began 

utilizing these technologies to amplify their message early on, and then diverged in a key 

way. On the anti-Pete side social media is both a place for individual expression and an 

extension of an official organization. The most popular public Facebook pages are part of 

a structured grassroots effort, with official press releases and information pertinent to 

creating offline action in a unified way. The grassroots activist organization also uses 

Twitter and other social media to aid in this effort. Their captions and their posting and 

sharing behaviors are aimed at exposing what they see as injustice and generating the 

ability to do something about it (through protests, donating, or sharing). They are not 

always positive, but they are rarely aggressive or excessively antagonistic. 
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On the pro-Pete side, however, social media is used to generate outrage and action 

against the anti-Petes most of all. Thus, while anti-Petes aim their ire primarily towards 

the system, pro-Petes aim theirs towards fellow citizens. It is a more individualistic 

approach overall. The most popular public Facebook page may be called Actiegroep, 

literally ‘action group’, but other than a handful of times, they do little to call for offline 

action. There are groups of activists on this side who organize counter-protests, and the 

page sometimes posts information on this, but it is usually done after the fact. These 

protests are organized on a more local level and in a more private setting (there are 

private groups for pro-Petes, but not for anti-Petes). Where the anti-Petes seek to unify 

likeminded individuals on a national level, the pro-Petes generate collective outrage that 

is expressed through individual online communication practices, such as going to the 

public spaces used by the other side and disrupting and challenging their efforts. 

The pro-Petes are hindered by their lack of central leadership, but also by the 

intense antagonism of their membership, which leads them to inhabit online spaces meant 

for positive change with negative messaging while being limited in their ability to move 

offline. The anti-Pete’s professional organization means they are able to work within an 

existing bureaucratic political system to get permits, set an agenda of actionable change, 

and know who to address. The pro-Pete’s lack of central leadership and inaction on this 

front means their online presence may be larger in number and louder in voice than the 

other side, but their capacity for carrying this over is restricted. However, it should not be 

forgotten that many of the opinions given by the individual member of the pro-Pete side 

align with and are supported by right-wing parties, whose voices are very present in 
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racial matters on the political stage. There is legitimacy in this governmental 

representation. 

The ways citizens used social media to connect, organize, and engage with the 

Black Pete debate matters because they are where the impetus for change lies. Although 

the issue had come up frequently for decades, Quincy Gario’s 2011 activism spurred on a 

new movement that lasts to this day. The grassroots activism of the anti-Petes is aided by 

the ability for individual citizens to use the internet to congregate around a common goal, 

share information, and act on that information in an offline setting. The national reach of 

Kick Out Zwarte Piet is boosted by the ability for people to easily find their social media 

posts through Facebook searches or communal hashtags. Yet this very ability to connect 

and create change is what bolstered a counter-movement which moves in the same 

spaces. The case of online Black Pete activists highlights not only the capacity for 

grassroots movements to exist in and use online spaces while having a strong on-the-

ground presence, but also how counter-movements can exist mostly online and still be 

disruptive and powerful so long as they align with an institutional power in a mostly 

ambivalent government 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION 

The aim of this dissertation was to bridge the gap between disconnected 

conversations around the Black Pete debate. While the matter permeated every element 

of Dutch public consciousness, the discourses it produced showed disparate 

understandings of what the debate was really about and no consensus on what was to be 

done. By first laying out the evolution of Black Pete alongside the history of African 

peoples in the Netherlands and its colonies, and subsequently teasing out the different 

uses and interpretations of this contentious figure, this work located these contemporary 

frictions in fractures in the collective postcolonial Dutch memory. It demonstrated that 

the government, the media, and the citizenry influenced this memory in different, but 

interconnected ways. Throughout this research, my focus was to answer the following 

question: How are the discourses that connect national iconography, ethnic minorities, 

and the colonial past created and negotiated by different social agents, and how are 

these negotiations reshaping contemporary Dutch identity? This concluding chapter 

connects the findings from each analytical chapter to answer this question as holistically 

as possible. In addition, it covers the dissertation’s limitations and plans for future 

research, especially in the wake of 2020, which proved a disruptive year for this research 

in more than one sense. 

Black Pete, Dutch Identities, and a European Critical Race Theory 

Though I asked about differences in the interpretation of Black Pete by different 

agents, it is clear I cannot separate what Pete means to them from what Pete does for 

them. Black Pete is a political product. Even in his earliest change, when he changed 

from breezy Middle-Eastern clothes to the fully ruffed renaissance dress he still wears 
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today, his billowing trunks and feathered cap harkened to the fashions of the Golden Age. 

Not only this, this turn to the exaggerated features of the American blackface minstrel 

occurred as slavery was coming to its end, mirroring the emergence of this act in the 

United States:  

Anti-slavery voices were becoming more strident in their demands for an 
immediate end to slavery, and the issue was beginning to assume the aspect of a 
national shame. Something was needed to assuage the uncomfortable feeling that 
condoning slavery was a violation of every precept upon which the nation was 
founded, and that a day of reckoning would inevitably come. The minstrel show 
provided a welcome relief from these anxieties by offering a view of the black as 
an inferior comic figure underserving of serious worry or guilt feelings. Small 
wonder that American audiences took the minstrel show to its bosom and made it 
a whopping success! (Dennison, 1982, pp. 88–89) 
 

To say the portrayal of Pete as a subservient Black man in anachronistic dress arose to 

sooth these same anxieties may be outside of the scope of this research, yet the reactions 

of otherwise reasonable seeming people when he is questioned betray at least some fear 

of being accused of racism. This is what originally brought me to this topic, not the 

tradition itself, or my discomfort with it, but the many conversations I had with white 

people in which I had to defend my Dutchness while pacifying their defensive responses. 

The unwillingness of many Dutch people to confront their privileges, and the heightened 

emotion being forced into a confrontation causes, allow for certain politicians to 

capitalize on the outrage. The political presentation of Black Pete permeated through 

much of the analysis and became inextricable from his meaning in other contexts.  

This is because Black Pete is interpreted as an important symbol of the Dutch 

identity across the board. Politicians, activists, and media producers all acknowledge him 

in this way. The nuance lies is what Pete as a synecdoche for the Netherlands means to 

different groups. If you see Black Pete as a symbol for the Netherlands and your 
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relationship to the Netherlands is complicated by postcolonial migration, talking about 

Pete ultimately becomes a way to grapple with the failure of multiculturalism. Its 

usefulness in the racial, social recalibration that became necessary after the influx of 

postcolonial migrants from the Dutch territories and unavoidable after the connectivity 

and amplification provided by the internet is, then, vital to differentiating what Pete truly 

means to different groups. We cannot only look at the memories and emotions he evokes, 

we must look at his purpose. While the Sinterklaasfestival is, indeed, a longstanding 

tradition, its interpretation as a symbol of Dutch identity did not emerge to its current 

extent until anti-racist activists revealed its dual function as a symbol of Dutch racism. 

Although criticisms of Black Pete were in no way new (Helsloot, 2012; Vliet, 2019), the 

convergence of the rise of social media and online activism with that of right-wing 

populism across Western nations augmented this discontent.  

One way to connect Pete’s cultural interpretation to his sociopolitical use is 

through the types of identities the agents are building. Taking from Castells' (2009) three 

types of identity building (legitimizing, resistance, and project), Pete has a place in all 

three in various points of the debate. We see legitimizing identity building by both the 

ruling centrist parties and by pro-Petes and right-wing politicians. By condemning 

activists who protest around children, for example, these politicians are attempting to turn 

the narrative in a direction that delegitimizes the actual goal of the protest without even 

truly addressing it. Any kind of calls to keep Pete the same or to “wait and see” are part 

of keeping the status quo. However, the right-wing, pro-Pete use of Pete as a stand-in for 

national identity is also part of a resistance strategy. Populist rhetoric creates an “us vs 

them”, in which the “them” simultaneously refers to those with the most power (ruling 
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parties) and those with the least (minorities). It does this by capitalizing on fears of 

displacement, especially those stemming from ethnic threat, through the inclusion pro-

Pete opinions in their racist rhetoric alongside Islamophobia and anti-immigrant policy. 

In their scenario, racial and ethnic minorities are overtaking Dutch traditions and capital, 

aided by centrist and leftist parties. The PVV may have become the second largest party 

after the 2017 elections, but they are not part of the ruling coalition and thus have 

significantly less power over policy. Thus, while they benefit from the status quo, their 

ideology does not dominate, and their power remains limited. Including Pete in their 

nationalism allows them to use these associations to entice more support. 

Anti-Petes may seem as though they, too, are participating in the building of a 

resistance identity, but observing how they used social media in comparison to the pro-

Petes showed the extent of their mission. Though anti-Petes are certainly antagonistic 

towards dominant groups, theirs is a concentrated fury. While pro-Petes seemed to be 

more identical to right-wing politicians as time passed, and thus had to direct their ire at 

both the top (resisting) and the bottom (legitimizing) of the Dutch societal hierarchy, anti-

Petes emphasized their project-based identity. Their social project may have been 

changing Black Pete, but they did this in a way that addressed underlying issues with race 

in the Netherlands. Their platform is one of education on Black history through colonial 

history more than it is one of domination and radical change. When thinking about this 

through the interpretation of Black Pete as embodying part of Dutch society, it becomes 

clear that what resignifying Black Pete really does for Afro-Dutch citizens is allow them 

to shed the associations that make the Dutch identity feel unattainable and instead attach 

a feeling of acceptance. For individuals confronted daily with this part of every other 
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Dutch life, but who find it makes them uncomfortable, it will always be a part of Dutch 

life that reminds them they do not belong. If enough people can be convinced to change 

this important aspect of Dutchness so that more people may feel welcome, then a true 

feeling of belongning comes within reach. What anti-Petes ask for is the 

acknowledgement of the problem, so that an equitable solution can be reached, which is 

not quite as radical as it may seem to some. 

In actuality, the views and goals of Kick Out Zwarte Piet and others who would 

wish to change or remove Pete, align very well with a postcolonial, Afro-European 

approach to Critical Race Theory. The main tenets of CRT are that racism is pervasive 

and ordinary, that those on top of the racial hierarchy have no reason to change this, and 

that race is constructed. Anti-Pete activists are able to map Black Pete onto all three 

principles. Sinterklaas is a national tradition and part of the expected course of the Dutch 

year. Everyone knows when it is ‘Sinterklaas time’. Since the Black Pete debate started 

up again in its earnest in 2011, protests and debates on the matter have become part of 

what constitutes ‘Sinterklaas time’. Yet, even in 2019, pro-Petes expressed bafflement at 

the notion that not only is Black Pete racist, but there is racism in the Netherlands in 

general. No, they post, it must be that Black people are looking for attention. Neither 

anti-Petes nor most politicians would benefit from admitting their complicity in racism by 

admitting fault on Black Pete, especially so long as the majority of the country is either 

staunchly against or indifferent to a change. 

Politicians of parties such as the PVV are able to use Pete explicitly to rile up 

their supporters, who are well-represented on the pro-Pete side. They use him as part of a 

“Netherlands First” campaign, in which Dutchness is soon to be lost to Muslims, 
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refugees, and anti-Pete activists. This resignifies him as a symbol of national pride. 

However, most politicians express neutrality precisely because interest convergence leads 

them to benefit more from the status quo. Pete is, for them, not necessarily a symbol of 

national pride, but to change him too much or too quickly would leave the ruling 

coalition vulnerable to the rising numbers of supporters of their political opponents. 

There is, at this time, simply not enough support for political parties who openly oppose 

Black Pete for the ruling majority to take on such a risk. 

While initially the Sinterklaasjournaal seems to fall outside of this dynamic, 

fictional as it is, what becomes clear is that, although the show does not deliberately use 

Pete as a conduit to further a political goal, the show itself does serve that function. Both 

politicians and activists have, at one point or another, attempted to directly influence the 

trajectory of the show, whether through legislation or protests during shoots. This is in 

part because of the influence the show has over what the future memories of Sinterklaas 

will be, as thousands of children watch the show each year. The Petes on the 

Sinterklaasjournaal will become the Petes they are nostalgic for, as the pro-Pete adults in 

the present are nostalgic for the Pete of their childhood. However, this is also in large part 

due to the anti-Pete’s understanding of Pete as part of the third principle of CRT: race is 

constructed, and Black Pete is part of the construction of Dutch Blackness. Although the 

chimney myth may be pervasive (in part due to the Sinterklaasjournaal), many activists 

recall at various points being called Black Pete, at times by children who see a skin color 

and make an association, at times by adults meaning to do harm. Afro-Dutch people are 

underrepresentation in the Dutch media. In this environment blackface has an impact on 

those who do not see or interact with a lot of Black people in their daily lives. Once upon 
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a time Pete even had an exaggerated Surinamese or otherwise Caribbean accent, though 

that has long since been phased out. Regardless, as shown in Chapter 4, the image of 

Black Pete as anything other than straightforward blackface is relatively new. Hence, 

they claim that Black Pete affects how Blackness is constructed in the Netherlands. 

Collective (Mis)Remembering of the Colonial Past 

For my second research question I asked how the colonial is articulated in the 

discourses created by agents in the Black Pete debate. The third principle of CRT, in 

particular, is where I locate the postcolonial problem: the concept of Blackness, in the 

Netherlands as in many other (former) empires, was constructed from the need of the 

oppressor (here the Dutch) to justify their subjugation and enslavement of African 

people. Even looking at it from the point of view of identity formation as per SIT, the 

colonial reasoning cannot be denied. People were categorized by their skin color, at 

which point they were prescribed expected features, such as a lack of humanity for the 

Africans, and an inherent civility for the Europeans. The Dutch identified with these 

categories, attaching their emotional value to them and their belonging to the one that 

was superior, values and attachments that exist in Dutch society to this day. Racial 

hierarchies stemming from the comparison between expectations and positive or negative 

affective associate were built and are still being maintained, engrained in Dutch society 

through systemic racism and inequality.  

The ordinariness of racism in the Netherlands and the unwillingness to let go of 

the idea that white success stems from categorical white superiority are only 

continuations of how these things were originally conceived by colonizers when greed 

led to the dehumanization of the African people. The Dutch relationship with its Black 
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citizens, and thus racism, would not exist without colonialism and slavery, and thus 

neither would the racial hierarchy that is being maintained. The role of colonial legacies 

in the life of a Dutch person is in direct relation to the color of their skin. Hall’s notion of 

articulation posits that things are not naturally, eternally connected, but rather that links 

appear in specific conditions (Hall, 1985). These links can be de- and rearticulated, 

though some connections are stronger than others (Slack & Wise, 2007, p. 128). For a 

long time, the links between colonial history and race were not widely acknowledged in 

the Netherlands. Black Pete, as seen through his various resignifications, has, over the 

years, articulated and rearticulated the connection between colonialism and Blackness, 

whether through the period-specific expectation that Black meant slave or through the 

focus pulled to this link by contemporary activists. The Black Pete debate highlights both 

how far the ripple effects of Dutch colonialism still reach and how little it is understood. 

In essence, Black Pete both creates and is created by conflicting narratives of what the 

Golden Age really meant for Dutch history. At the center of this are the lives of Afro-

Dutch people in the Netherlands today.  

Black Pete came into being at a time when slavery was still the norm in the Dutch 

West-Indies. As such he was imagined as an African person would be at that time, and, as 

it would be rare for someone in the Netherlands to know an African person, this 

imagining would be, at the very least, slave-adjacent. He quickly gained his courtly 

outfit, which was the height of fashion at the height of Dutch colonialism, and more 

exaggerated features, influenced by American blackface. This version of Pete came not 

very long after the abolition of slavery, and though he has undergone some changes, until 

the very recent introduction of Sootpetes and other reimaginings, he stayed largely the 
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same. As mentioned, the idea of that Pete’s Blackness comes from chimneys has only 

been in circulation for a few decades, when the influx of actual Black people forced the 

Dutch celebrants to confront what their practice actually represented. The resignifying of 

Black Pete from Black man to dirty white man resulted from the confrontation of colonial 

past with postcolonial present through the addition of relationships and experiences with 

actual Black people into the Dutch construction of Blackness. In the present, the 

resignification of Pete stems from how Afro-Dutch people, especially second 

generation23 and later, construct Blackness for themselves. For many, the stories they 

know of slavery and the experiences of their ancestors greatly inform this understanding 

of themselves, and thus, when they look at Black Pete they see not only a mockery of 

themselves, but a mockery of the servitude under which their ancestors toiled. 

The present path to potentially changing the Black Pete tradition nationally thus 

stems from how anti-Pete activists see Blackness through the relationship between 

colonial traditions and contemporary racisms. Pro-Pete activists, in response, do the same 

with different narratives. If anti-Petes can focus only on slavery, then pro-Petes can focus 

only on prosperity. If anti-Petes point to racism in Dutch society now, pro-Petes will 

pivot towards issues (often Islamophobic) they see as threatening their Dutchness. Due to 

the anti-Pete activists’ vested interest in connecting Black Pete to the colonial past 

involved parties are forced to confront their own knowledge of this topic. The official 

narrative of the collective memory of this period is a positive one, long unconfronted and 

                                                

23 Second generation here meaning the Dutch-born children of foreign-born immigrant parents 
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uncomplicated. Vernacular narratives may have existed in the communities of 

postcolonial migrants, such as through the celebration of the abolition of slavery on Keti 

Koti each year (see Vliet, 2020 for an exploration of this commemoration), but they did 

not get mainstream attention. The Black Pete debate has wedged room for deviation into 

the official narrative, thus creating new, conflicting narratives capable of re-inscribing 

“race” in the public culture of Dutch national identity, or at the very least forcing Dutch 

citizens to confront more complicated and deeply rooted questions about this nation’s 

history. 

However, what is important to understand here is that neither side is capable of 

perfectly remembering Dutch colonialism. Both develop their understandings of this time 

through mnemonic practices such as literature, media portrayals, museums, and oral 

traditions, all of which will differ between ethnic groups both in content and quantity. 

Where Dutch children are on the same foot, however, is in standard history curriculums. 

In recognition of this, KOZP and its associated organizations place the improvement of 

colonial education as an important outcome of their efforts.  

The Sinterklaasjournaal’s Sootpetes fall short of being able to fully resignify Pete 

precisely because they, as a pure entertainment program, lack the educational element. 

However, for those who believe in Saint Nicholas right now, changing the image might 

be enough. The question is, if Black Pete disappears from Sinterklaas celebrations across 

the nation, will this allow anti-racist goals to be furthered, or will the lack of an icon to 

anchor to colonialism set back these efforts? Moreover, to what extend would an anti-

racist victory like this result in an increase in the popularity of right-wing populism? It 

was jarring to observe the invasion of what should have served as safe spaces for anti-
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Petes by aggressive and vitriolic pro-Pete commenters. Confronting the dissonance of the 

idealized image of the tolerant Netherlands and the unfortunate truth that there is a large 

contingent of the population that struggles to belong is bound to be a long and arduous 

process that many white Dutch people will resist. 

Lone Agents 

One of the goals of this dissertation was to find out if and how different agents in 

the resignification of Black Pete interacted and worked together. As noted above, the 

interconnectedness of politicians and activists is strong. Although this was not 

unexpected, the extent to which the link from right-wing politicians to pro-Pete activists 

was expressed made their online activities seem almost as though they were a vehicle for 

these politicians to spread their messages. I had been looking out for ways in which 

politicians would embed themselves in the communities, by perhaps posting or tweeting 

using the hashtags, but instead found that the embeddedness really lay in the influence of 

right-wing politicians on connections pro-Petes made between anti-Pete activists and 

other groups demonized by the PVV, such as Muslims. It highlighted the importance of 

organization and proximity to power. The pro-Pete Facebook page had a larger following 

than both anti-Pete pages. Their engagement was high, their posts negative and 

antagonistic, and their members aggressive in both their own space and that of the anti-

Petes. Yet, they engaged in much less organizing and offline activity. However, due to 

high visibility of the PVV and its politicians being willing to defend Black Pete in 

parliament and in the media, their message still held great sociopolitical weight.   

Anti-Petes’ allies in government were newer parties with fewer seats and 

significantly less support. Their relative lack of power to make change was balanced by 
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their use of social media platforms to professionally organize online and offline. I found 

more angry pro-Pete comments on their Facebook pages than comments from their own 

supporters. Despite their smaller numbers, lack of majority support, and the continual 

invasion of what could have become safe spaces, their steady pushing of their agenda 

meant criticism of Black Pete remained in the news and on the parliamentary floor. It 

meant Dieuwertje Blok of the Sinterklaasjournaal had to take a position, and that the 

show’s writers actually had to deal with it. The specter of the Black Pete debate loomed 

large enough that these various agents all, at various points, had to acknowledge both the 

problem and the solution.  

Nonetheless, they have done these acknowledgements in isolation. Although the 

Sinterklaasjournaal fully transitioned to Sootpetes in 2019, they were limited by their 

format to change in a way that both educated and entertained children with why those 

changes were made. They built their new myths without considering how those myth 

perpetuated what was considered problematic. Politicians discussed and debated, but 

ultimately provided little that was actionable. And thus, activists on both sides continue 

their activities. This is problematic exactly because the lack of institutional support and 

legitimization of this social justice work is emblematic of systemic injustices the anti-

Petes are trying to address. While pro-Petes get to have their opinions reaffirmed and 

expressed in institutional spaces, anti-Petes continue to be kept outside the gates of 

power. White perspectives continue to be favored, Black people continue to have to 

struggle to be understood, and a transition to Sootpete that does not acknowledge this 

dynamic will not resolve that tension. Thus the debate continues, perhaps slowly 
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resolving, but the larger problem looms, and that problem — ordinary, system racism — 

will require the policy solutions anti-Petes seek. 

Connected Discourses of Resignification 

One last thread running through all four chapters is how journalists cover these 

events. Although print journalism explored as a standalone chapter –– though it could 

have been (see, for example, Vliet 2019, 2020) –– it became necessary to involve this 

form of media in order to better understand the context of the other agents. Engaging in 

postcolonial scholarship requires engaging in memory work. Memory is, after all, “hardly 

benign” (Hume, 2010, p. 183), and can be used for political purposes (Zelizer, 1995) 

through, for example, a commemorative event that “celebrates and safeguards the ideal” 

(Schwartz, 1982, p. 377) or represent a partisan history (Friedman & Kenney, 2005). 

Voices that are not included in the narrative of these events could be drowned out until 

they are forgotten. The Black Pete debate comes from the refusal to be forgotten. 

Journalistic work is a site for memory work (Kitch, 2008), capable of replicating official 

narratives, but also of contextualizing present events through past practices and thus 

influencing memory (Edy, 1999).  

I was not able to write about activists without discussing their relationship to this 

journalistic memory work, as they themselves used the news to contextualize their 

actions and that of their opposition. The Sinterklaasjournaal, itself performing the 

memory work of remythologizing Pete, gained its authority through the ways in which 

journalists captured its influence. Even politicians and the news media were connected in 

creating new meaning for Pete as a contentious national figure whenever political 

decisions were reported on and then reinterpreted by activists online. Thus, even when it 
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seemed like these agents were pursuing and interpreting resignification in isolation, their 

narratives were connected by their public presentation in the news. 

At the start of this project I asked how the discourses that connect national 

iconography, ethnic minorities, and the colonial past are created and negotiated by 

different social agents, and what these negotiations say about the Dutch identity. These 

coexisting performances of memory work is the crux of the matter. Each group, agent, or 

political ideology creates the Pete that is useful to the identity they want to strengthen. 

Right-wing politicians take a happy childhood memory and raise him on a pedestal, so 

that attacking those who question it becomes the patriotic thing to do. Black citizens who 

spent their lives feeling like they do not quite belong can project onto him the 

unrecognized generational hardship confined to the vernacular narratives of their 

communities. It is in the media that these conflicting interpretations, memories, and 

experiences are then negotiated. The Sinterklaasjournaal, though not expressly engaging 

in the debate, is simply another place where these negotiations take place, but it is 

hindered by the mythical world it has created for itself. In ‘real’ journalism, however, the 

colonial context and the reality of everyday racism can bring complexity and completion 

to the resignification of Black Pete that is not achieved by washing off black paint alone.  

The Black Pete debate shows that the Dutch identity is inextricable from its 

colonial past, not because of the prosperity of that era or the territories still held, but 

because it created boundaries for belonging. Slavery brought racial divisions with the 

specific purpose of determining who received power, citizenship, and humanity. 

Decolonization of (some) territories did not resolve these hierarchies, it simply brought 

them into a new context. Where the connections between colonialism and contemporary 
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racisms were long allowed to be forgotten or dismissed by those who only benefitted 

from them, now Afro-Dutch citizens and other populations of color have spaces where 

they can challenge these dismissals, rearticulate the connections between the past and the 

present, and say “We did not forget. We belong here because you brought us here. Let us 

remind you.” 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Each case study, though interconnected, has its own limitations. Many of these 

are in terms of samples and scope. Although Chapter 5 covers a wide selection of plenary 

debates, there are communications and materials from the government that would have 

been able to bring the analysis of these debates into a wider context. In particular 

communications to the press would have expanded this scope. Chapter 6 covers only one 

show and print media. The original plan for this chapter was to cover public broadcast 

news, but due to the Covid-19 pandemic, I was unable to go to the Beeld en Geluid 

archive as I had planned to access these broadcasts. Although the analysis of the 

Sinterklaasjournaal as it eventually transpired was able to give valuable insight into how 

impactful a children’s program can be as both a memory maker and an agent for a 

cultural shift, a study of adult news would have brought the analysis of these types of 

agents on a holistic level on more even footing. I will note I did not pursue an analysis of 

print media alone because I had already done this work (Vliet, 2019). Chapter 7 only 

examined Facebook and Twitter, but following Instagram may have added an extra 

dimension due to the foregrounding of images on that platform. In addition, because I 

was only able to observe these communities live for two out of the 9 years I looked at, the 
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textual, archival analysis informed the final analysis more than the ethnographic 

observations.   

Continuations of this study would bring much needed depth to this topic. The 

study of broadcast news in the memory-making process of both Pete and colonial history 

in general would be able to make more direct connections to political discourses. In 

addition, when it comes to children’s media, there are two additional avenues for 

explorations. Firstly, I looked at only the 2011-2019 seasons, but an examination of all 19 

seasons would be able to give a greater longitudinal look at how Pete has changed. 

Considering the children who watched then are now adults, their attitudes on the topic 

would be interesting to know. Perhaps interviews could be employed. Secondly, in the 

chapter I mention the Jeugdjournaal, a real children’s news show for children who will 

have just aged out of the Sinterklaasjournaal. How a show like this tackles issues of 

racism, and how this is received by children, would allow for a great discussion on 

juvination, how children experience race, and the importance of Sinterklaas to children 

who have only just stopped believing.  

In terms of online research, both the politicians and activists offer interesting 

avenues. Firstly, the use of social media by politicians for various purposes (outreach, 

promotions, propaganda, etc.) would reveal much about the differences between their 

approaches to communicating openly with citizens and how this compares to their 

communication in the chambers in their official capacity. Lastly, my online work in this 

dissertation would be aided by supplemental interviews. I was not able to do this, as will 

be addressed below, but a study looking only at anti-Pete activists, considering their level 

of organization, with online and offline participant observation and interviews would give 
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access to the functioning of a successful Dutch grassroots organization beyond social 

media practices. 

The Events of 2020 and Concluding Thoughts 

With the exception of Chapter 6, the data collection for this project finished in 

December 2019. Then, in 2020, the world shifted. As mentioned, I had planned to access 

my final materials in the summer of 2020. However, due to health concerns, I could not 

justify the amount of travel I would have to do to reach it, and online access was limited. 

This meant a recalibration of several elements of the dissertation. The conclusions I reach 

here would have been different if I had access to the adult programs I had planned. 

However, what the past few months have shown me is my own capability for flexibility 

in my research. Ultimately, the results are still insightful, only in somewhat different 

ways than I expected. 

What truly threw me this year, however, was the racial reckoning that happened 

after the death of George Floyd on May 25th, 2020. As protests broke out in the United 

States, solidarity protests happened worldwide. I arrived back in the Netherlands on May 

8th, 2020. After a stressful process trying to get home, including several canceled flights 

and a significant financial burden as a result, I finally felt safe and secure. The pandemic 

had weighed heavily on my mind and I, as so many people, had not been very focused on 

my work. In my first few weeks home I was able to actually get real work done. Soon I 

was again waylaid.  

KOZP and Nederland word Beter organized protests in several major cities. 

Covid rules meant social distancing, which was difficult. It did not go well in Amsterdam 

at the first protest. It went better in the Hague. I had not been able to be on the ground for 
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any Black Pete protests as I had always been in Philadelphia. But I was here now. 

Donning a mask, I joined two of my cousins at the protest in Rotterdam. The location the 

municipality had given the protesters was too small and too awkwardly laid out. It was 

too busy. Bottlenecking happened at the entrance to the park. Police drones flew 

overhead, their loudspeakers blearing at us to stay socially distanced. I stood with my 

cousins on the Erasmus bridge and chanted with the crowd. It was invigorating in the 

moment, but I was weary. I am still weary.  

Writing on this topic is emotionally draining. Analyzing thousands of racist 

comments, I quickly found, is not something I can do without breaks. Plus, everything 

was changing. Conversations were being held about police violence. Beloved Surinamese 

writer Anton de Kom’s seminal novel, We the Slaves of Suriname, was entered into the 

Dutch canon. Politicians were admitting that changing Pete was necessary. They were 

finally consulting activists. Cities all over the country have decided there will be no more 

Black Pete in their celebrations. Support for Pete is plummeting. Facebook decided to 

ban depictions of blackface, and less than a week after I finished a draft I liked, the 

Actiegroep Pro Zwarte Piet page was shut down. And here I was, here I am, writing 

about the ‘before times’, hoping it is still relevant. 

It is. What happened last year or eight years ago is not erased by a few months of 

uproar, just as what happened in the 1700s and 1800s is not erased by 146 years of freed 

slaves and 44 years of freedom for Suriname. If anything, this analysis has shown that the 

past and the present will never truly be separate. Black Pete was a Dutch icon, and he is 

not gone yet. Left-wing and right-wing politicians will continue to use him to make their 

ideologies accessible to those who have little care for politics otherwise. Angry people 



 261 

will continue to find platforms to be angry on. KOZP still has work to do. I began this 

research wanting to know how Black Pete allowed us to negotiate between national 

iconography, ethnicity, and the colonial past. Now I know: by giving people with 

different purposes a shared anchor to attach their issues to. And though I still wonder if 

those negotiations will ever be successful, this year has shown that even when it seems to 

come at you fast, real change is a process of nearly incremental, asynchronous 

movement.  
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APPENDIX A 

SINTERKLAASJOURNAAL EPISODE SAMPLE 

a indicates arrival day episode / b indicates recap episode 

YEAR DATE URL 

2012 November 13 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/NPS_1214538 

2012 November 16 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/NPS_1214544 

2012 November 17a https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/NPS_1214546 

2012 November 27 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/NPS_1214566 

2012 December 3 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/NPS_1214633 

2012 December 5b https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/NPS_1214639 

2013 November 11 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal-2013/NPS_1231678 

2013 November 22 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal-2013/NPS_1231702 

2013 November 24 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal-2013/NPS_1231708 

2013 November 27 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal-2013/NPS_1231714 

2013 December 5b https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal-2013/NPS_1235826 

2014 November 11 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1221916 

2014 November 15a https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1221920 

2014 November 21 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1221926 

2014 November 25 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1221931 

2014 November 30 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1221936 

2014 December 5b https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1233781 



 324 

2015 November 9 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1241982 

2015 November 10 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1241983 

2015 November 14a https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1241987 

2015 November 21 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1241994 

2015 November 25 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1241998 

2015 December 5b https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1249600 

2016 November 9 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1263273 

2016 November 11 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1263275 

2016 November 12a https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1263276 

2016 November 19 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1263283 

2016 November 29 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1263310 

2016 December 4b https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1267083 

2017 November 13 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1277904 

2017 November 17 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1277908 

2017 November 18a https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1277909 

2017 November 29 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1277921 

2017 December 3 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1277926 

2017 December 5b https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1277928 

2018 November 12 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1294469 

2018 November 17a https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1294474 
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2018 November 18 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1294475 

2018 November 19 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1294476 

2018 November 22 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1294479 

2018 December 5b https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1294494 

2019 November 11 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1310322 

2019 November 16a https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1310327 

2019 November 19 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1310330 

2019 November 27 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1310338 

2019 December 3 https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1310347 

2019 December 5b https://www.ntr.nl/Sinterklaasjournaal/69/detail/Het-
Sinterklaasjournaal/VPWON_1310346 

 


