
Sinterklaas & Zwarte Piet 
The dynamic past, present and future of a Dutch tradition 

Gábor Kozijn MA 



Saint Nicolas 
From 270 till 2014 Presentation: 

•  Introduction 
•  History 
•  Present 
•  Future 



Saint Nicolas 
From 270 till 2014 

Presentation: 
•  History 
•  Theory 
•  Present 



Jan Schenkman 



Saint Nicolas 
From 270 till 2014 



Saint Nicolas feast 
Jan Steen, 1665 



Jan Schenkman 
“Sint Nicolaas and his helper” 

1845 

 



Sinterklaas  
From bogeyman to childrens friend  

1850-1965 

1850	  

1965 



Social framework 



Jan Schenkman 

Who is Zwart Piet? 
1967	  

1935	  



The development of Black Pete 

1900	  

2014	  



Protest against  
Black Pete 

1998	  

1987	  



Jan Schenkman 



Critici 



Research into a future proof Sint Nicolas feast 

20 In-depth interviews with stakeholders,  
      10 supporters and 10 critics of Black Pete 

 

Main research questions 
•  What are on the one hand the social values 

and on the other the social sensitivities 

concerning the Saint Nicholas feast? 

•  In what way is it possible to find or create 
social support for a future-proof Saint 

Nicholas feast? 



Social framework 

•  2012 Amsterdam municipal survey:  
 7.5% feels discriminated     
 38% thinks it is discriminatory for others. 

•  2013 survey: should Black Pete change?  
 Nationwide: 7% yes; 92% no.  
 Amsterdam: 31% yes; 65% no. 

•  2013 kids-news survey:  
 90% positive associations;  
 10% negative associations.  

•  2013 kids-news servey: change Black Pete? 
 88% no;  
 12% yes. 



Supporters of Black Pete 

The character ‘Black Pete’ 
•  Cheerful companion of Saint Nicholas 
•  Sharp opposition to unequal presentation or perception Black Pete 
•  The concept ‘Black Pete’ is seen as an indispensable part of the Saint Nicholas feast 
•  The perception of the critics has an affect on the supporters. 

The values of the Saint Nicholas feast  
•  Important family tradition and at the core of Dutch culture 
•  Tradition with great social and cultural value 

The social debate about Black Pete 
•  Great surprise about the sudden negative perception of Black Pete  

and about the lack of nuance and empathy in the debate on both sides. 
•  A small group of fanatic critics who get a lot of media coverage. 

Views on possible solutions 
•  Change is only possible when supported by majority 
•  Separate the debate about Black Pete and racism 
•  Multiple experiments (gradual change) with the appearance of Black Pete 



Critics of Black Pete 

The character ‘Black Pete’ 
•  Racist element of Saint Nicholasfeast: painful, embarrassing, little knowledge mutual history 
•  Black Pete symbol of underlying debate about racism and equality 

The values of the Saint Nicholas feast  
•  Important children’s and family tradition, therefore change is important. 
•  Adjustment or removal of Black Pete is possible while keeping the core Saint Nicholasfeast 
 
The social debate about Black Pete 
•  Social debate is very important 
•  Positive effect of the debate is that supporters are seeing the perception of the critics 
 
Views on possible solutions 
•  Goal is changing negative racial characteristics or removal of the character  
•  Dialogue and ‘bridge-builders’ must be an important part of the changes 
•  No consensus whether changes should be fast or gradual 
•  Amsterdam is the best place to start experiments + schools, arrival committees & television 



Research conclusions 
 

•  Saint Nicholasfeast is a children’s and family tradition & an important cultural tradition. 

•  A big gap in the perception of Black Pete & social debate amongst supporters and critics.  

•  Both sides see the cohesive function as one of the main values of the feast. 

•  Both sides have ideas about a future solution, but no consensus what the solution is. 

•  Solutions should be found bottom-up, not top-down.  

•  The only way to find out what the solution is, is experiment. 

•  Solution will never satisfy all sides, but has to be supported by the Saint Nicholas community. 

•  Most probable solution will be to keep the core values of the feast, while removing the 
negative representation of the black stereotype.  

•  But, almost all of the supporters do not see Black Pete as a negative representation of the 
black stereotype.  

Personal conclusion 
A tradition is always dynamic and “Black Pete lost its innocents”,  

so change in the appearance of Black Pete is likely,  
but in what form and at what speed is for now unclear. 



Future (?) 

BUT...! 

BUT…  
99% of all the 
Black Petes  
at arrivals 
throughout 
the country 
are black 


