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Abstract
This article turns to the f igure of the ship in the controversial Dutch 
Sinterklaas celebration to explore what an oceanic framework might bring 
to the study of Dutch imperialism, colonialism, and slavery. Drawing on 
what Renisa Mawani calls an ‘oceanic approach and method’ for the study 
of colonial history, law, and colonial–racial orders, I examine the ship as an 
anchor point for abstracting, enacting, and rehearsing a colonial–racial order 
that emerged during the highpoint of Dutch imperialism and continues 
to permeate the national imaginary at present. Looking at how a Dutch 
‘maritime imagination’ conditions imperial fantasies and desires, this 
article is an exercise in developing what I call a ‘cultural oceanography’ of 
Dutch imperialism and its aftermath.

Keywords: white innocence, Dutch empire, Black Pete, maritime 
imagination, colonialism, slavery, conquest

The Dutch relationship to the sea is invoked by tales of maritime heroism and 
prowess. At the same time, the colonial–racial underpinnings of such imaginar-
ies remain invisible. Afro-Surinamese Dutch scholar Gloria Wekker describes her 
immersion into the depths of a Dutch cultural archive as ‘an oceanic journey’ 
she had ‘postponed for quite some time, daunted by the murkiness and the 
cold of the water’ (Wekker, 2014, p. 159). Wekker describes her exploration of 
the intersections between race, gender, and class as a ‘diving into the wreck’.

Four hundred years earlier, Hugo Grotius (Hugo de Groot) – Dutch 
humanist and spokesman of the United Dutch East India Company (VOC) 
– would describe the Dutch as ‘reared amid their own waters beneath a 
frosty, wind-swept sky, under the light of northern stars, and in an amazing 
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number of cases accustomed even from childhood to spending more time 
upon the ocean than on the land’ (Grotius, 2006, pp. 479–480). Where, for 
Grotius, the coldness of the sea proved the perfect environment for rearing 
the Calvinist, Dutch subject, for Wekker, white Dutch attachments to those 
same cold waters provide a very different setting. Juxtaposing these two 
fragments sheds light on the co-emergence of modernity/coloniality and 
the oceanic context that rendered it possible.1

Grotius turned to the sea to describe the Dutch ‘natural’ inclination to 
engage in overseas commerce and provide ontological and legal justifications 
for Dutch imperial ventures in Southeast Asia (Stelder, 2021; Mawani, 2018; 
Benton, 2010; Van Ittersum, 2006). Through commerce, he argued, the Dutch 
might show the world the light of Christ. As Ajay Gandhi points out, Dutch 
‘maritime prowess and capitalist speculation […] are heroic abstractions. 
What this world rested upon was intimate terror’ (Gandhi, 2021).

Following a turn to the ocean in contemporary humanities research 
(Mawani, 2018; Deloughrey, 2019) and the oceanic work of Black (diaspora) 
studies scholarship (i.e. Fuentes, 2016; Sharpe 2016; King, 2019), in this 
article, I take the oceanic metaphors deployed by Wekker and Grotius 
seriously. What might a turn to the ocean tell us about the emergence of a 
Dutch cultural archive? How might it expand anticolonial and postcolonial 
feminist scholarship that seeks to connect the colony to the metropole 
(Stoler & Cooper, 1997; Wekker, 2016)? Turning to the ship, I explore what 
an oceanic framework and methodology might bring to the study of Dutch 
imperialism, colonialism, and slavery. As Renisa Mawani writes, ‘[t]he role 
of the ship was central to the capture and transport of Africans across the 
Atlantic, the genocide of Indigenous peoples, the movements of settlers, 
the transplantation of f lora and fauna, and the destruction of more-than-
human ecologies’ (Mawani, forthcoming). The ship, then, offers a generative 
perspective from which to rethink the Dutch empire and state formation.

Drawing on what Mawani calls an ‘oceanic approach and method’ for the 
study of colonial history, law, and colonial–racial orders (2018, pp. 17–26), I 
examine the ship as an anchor point for abstracting, enacting, and rehears-
ing a colonial–racial order that emerged during the highpoint of Dutch 
imperialism and continues to permeate the national imaginary at present.

Looking at how a Dutch ‘maritime imagination’ conditions imperial fanta-
sies and desires, this article is an exercise in developing what I call a ‘cultural 
oceanography’ of Dutch imperialism and its aftermath.2 In doing so, I draw 
attention to what Lisa Lowe calls the ‘intimacies of four continents’ – the 
ways in which the emergence of liberal modernity and what constitutes the 
modern human are shaped by the intimate connections between European 
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liberal humanism, settler colonialism, the transatlantic slave trade, and 
trade and colonisation in Asia (Lowe, 2015, p. 1). I am interested in how 
the movement of Dutch ships created intimacies between four continents 
that proved foundational for Dutch state and empire formation, including 
perceptions of Dutchness. Although colonial, imperial, national, and slavery 
histories are usually studied in isolation, an oceanic approach crosses spatio-
temporal divides and disciplinary divisions characteristic of the study of 
Dutch historiography and expands our understanding of colonial history 
and the questions that can be asked (Mawani, 2018; Lowe, 2015).

For the purposes of this article, I turn my attention to the pakjesboot 
(‘gift boat’), a key player in the controversial Dutch Sinterklaas tradition. 
The past decade, critiques of the blackface caricature Zwarte Piet (‘Black 
Pete’), who accompanies Sinterklaas on his journey to the Netherlands on 
his pakjesboot, have gained momentum, catalysing a broader Black, migrant, 
and refugee-led movement against structural racism in the Netherlands.3

The pakjesboot emerged in the Sinterklaas tradition around the same 
time as Black Pete. Circa 1848, school teacher Jan Schenkman published the 
picture book Sinterklaas en zijn knecht, where he turned the formerly pagan 
f igure into a Black enslaved domestic servant and introduced the pakjesboot 
– a steamship (Smith, 2014; Brienen, 2014; Schor, 2020). Schenkman wrote 
during the era of abolition, the rise of the steam engine, the end of the VOC, 
the formal colonisation of the Indonesian archipelago, and the introduction 
of the cultuurstelsel (‘cultivation system’) in Dutch-occupied Java.4 Abolition 
and the off icial colonisation of the archipelago radically shifted existing 
labour regimes while keeping global racial capitalism intact (Lowe, 2015; 
Rodney, 1967; Coté, 2014; Van Reybrouk, 2020). The steamship conditioned 
capitalist acceleration and the transformation of labour regimes and global 
logistics (Campling & Colas, 2021, pp. 128, 221; Mawani, 2018, pp. 21–22). 
It is perhaps no wonder that the ship and Black Pete were introduced at 
a time of changing imperial, colonial, and racial relations in which the 
Dutch nation-state, its white and colonial supremacy, and its capitalist and 
maritime prowess needed to reassert themselves.

Bringing the pakjesboot to the fore, I am interested in how what Joseph D. 
Jordan calls ‘the enunciation of the Dutch nation’ (2014, p. 202) can be better 
understood by diving into the wreck of the entangled legacies of the Dutch slave 
trade, (settler) colonialism, and racial capitalism that haunt the pakjesboot. A 
turning to the ship and maritime imagination might prove pivotal in expanding 
the conceptual and political stakes of their entangled emergence.

Embarking on an oceanic journey, I show how a cultural oceanography 
might serve as ‘a productive method through which to explore the plurality, 
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globality, and connectivity of colonial, legal, and racial histories’ (Mawani, 
2018, p. 25). Turning to the pakjesboot, what might a focus on the ship tell 
us about the ongoing reenactment of colonial fantasies and desires that 
rehearse a colonial–racial order that persists into the Dutch present? Focus-
ing on three vignettes, I will unfold how the ship operates as a foundational 
technology of Dutch empire – a carrier not only of captive Africans and 
other ‘cargo’ across oceans but also a carrier of symbolic, legal, economic, 
racial, gendered, and libidinal value that facilitated Dutch state formation, 
Dutch white supremacy, and imperial domination.

White pleasure/Black subjection

The movement of Dutch ships was foundational to Dutch state formation and 
projections of belonging to the nation-state. Historical and contemporary 
projections of desires onto the ship reveal the conditions and subsequent 
erasure of Dutch racial and colonial violence. Such projections continue 
to depend on what Charles W. Mills has called a ‘racial contract’, which 
‘is continually being rewritten to create different forms of the racial polity’ 
(Mills, 1997, p. 72).

Every year, Sinterklaas’s ship arrives to the docks of the Netherlands with 
a horde of Black Petes in tow. Petes can be seen dancing, playing music, 
cleaning the ship, and distributing gifts and pepper cookies to children and 
adults. The event takes place in different forms across Dutch municipalities, 
with a main parade broadcasted on national television. After disembarka-
tion, the Sint parades through town on his white horse Amerigo, a hint to 
Amerigo Vespucci, after whom the continent of ‘America’ was named.

In 2011, public outcries around Black Pete gained momentum when Quinsy 
Gario and Jerry Afriyie publicly protested the arrival of the main parade and 
were violently arrested by police forces. There have been protests against the 
f igure since at least the 1960s (Schor, 2020; Helsloot, 2005; NPRD, 2003). Gario 
and Afriyie’s intervention has rekindled a much larger debate on race, racism, 
and colonial history in the Netherlands. Classic white Dutch responses to 
these critiques have wavered between casual normalisations of the racist 
underpinnings of the f igure; expressions of entitlement to white pleasure 
through Black pain; and outright white supremacist attacks. Calls for the 
abolition of the f igure have quickly been sounded out by a public debate 
about how to reform the f igure in a way that does not ‘hurt’ the sensibilities 
of the white Dutch public, further entrenching white entitlement to how 
racism is dealt with (Schor, 2013, 2020; Wekker, 2016; Martina, 2013).
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Building on the work of Saidiya Hartman, Joy Smith writes that the 
Sinterklaas celebration acts as a site of subjection through the aff irmation 
of white pleasure and play ‘where lines of power are, often, re-confirmed’ 
(Smith, 2014, p. 224). Smith unpacks how ‘pleasurable acts’ mask the enact-
ment of violence and subjection (Smith, 2014, p. 225). Hegemonic responses 
to critiques of Black Pete are part of maintaining what Mills calls a ‘feel-good 
history for whites’, which turns the murder and enslavement of Black and 
native peoples into myth and abstraction (Mills, 2017, pp. 65–66).

The erasure of racial violence enacted through the f igure of Black Pete 
is haunted by another f igure – the slave ship. In the Dutch context, the 
racial violence perpetrated on captive Africans has been repeatedly denied 
and disavowed by presenting the slave ship as an orderly space, based on 
premises of care and correct management.

The slave ship

When I f inally arrived at the door of no return, there was an off icial there, 
a guide who was either a man in his ordinary life or an idiot or a dissem-
bler. But even if he was a man in his ordinary life, he was authoritative. 
Exhausted violet, the clerk interjects. Yes he was says the author, violet 
snares. For some strange reason he wanted to control the story.
—Dionne Brand, The Blue Clerk, Verso 55

On 11 April 2011, Dutch maritime historian Henk den Heijer delivered his 
oratio at Leiden University as newly appointed Professor of Maritime History. 
Den Heijer contends that very little remains in Dutch archives regarding 
the treatment of captive Africans aboard Dutch slave ships. Den Heijer 
asks: ‘did [sailors] f ind life aboard the slave ship so normal that they didn’t 
fathom publishing about it?’ (Den Heijer, 2011, p. 3)5 He discredits studies of 
his Anglophone colleagues, because they base their analyses predominantly 
on abolitionist accounts and moralise life aboard the slave ship by applying 
ahistorical categories and damaging empirical research (p. 6). Such biased 
readings, Den Heijer argues, cannot tell us much about life aboard Dutch 
ships. It is in ‘empirical fact’ – the diary, the ledger, the log, captain’s letters, 
letters of instruction, doctor reports – that we might objectively represent 
life aboard Dutch slave ships. Den Heijer describes life aboard the Dutch 
slave ship as an orderly, ordinary, well-managed, rational (libidinal) economy 
based on principles of care. If any violence occurred, this was ‘excessive’ 
and ‘unusual’. He concludes that the general regime aboard the ship was 
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fair. Although Dutch captains rarely described their thoughts on their 
captive cargo, ‘they could not be caught on empathetic feelings, which 
does not mean that we can conclude that slaves were arbitrarily abused 
and assaulted’ (p. 10). Particularly doctor D.D. Gallandat’s manual Noodige 
Onderrichtingen voor Slaafhandelaren (1769) is proof for Den Heijer that 
the Dutch appreciated the extreme economic value of their captive cargo 
and the regime of care therefore bestowed on them, such as singing and 
dancing on deck (2011, p. 10). He concludes, ‘violence and sexual abuse of 
enslaved women did occur on Dutch ships also, but much more often, the 
journeys – especially in an 18th century context – occurred in a normal way’ 
(p. 12, emphasis and translations mine).

For whom exactly was the experience of the slave ship ‘normal’? Den 
Heijer’s interpretation is not exceptional. It reveals a thread running through 
Dutch historiography that contends that the Dutch treated their ‘cargo’ 
with compassion and care. Problematising this discourse, Egbert Alejandro 
Martina argues, ‘whatever exercise of “care” the enslaved received was 
synchronous with regimes of subjection’ (Martina, 2015). The trope of the 
benevolent master already appears in Grotius’s writings and is repeated 
throughout Dutch (post)colonial history (Stelder, 2021). It is only recently 
that the coloniality of Dutch historical research on colonialism and slavery 
has come under scrutiny (Brandon, Jones, Jouwe, & Van Rossum, 2020; 
Weiner & Báez, 2018; Essed & Hoving, 2014).6 Dominant forms of historicising 
the Dutch slave trade impact how one might address, discuss, think, or 
question the trade in captive Africans and Asians in a Dutch context. These 
normative accounts f ind their resonance in the contemporary silencing and 
trivialisations of critiques of colonial–racial violence and their historical 
antecedents (Schor, 2020, p. 7; Essed & Hoving, 2014, p. 13).

Critical writings on slavery and colonialism’s archive have long prob-
lematised how hegemonic archives and archival structures determine how 
we can think histories and aftermaths of racial and colonial violence.7 Such 
works have tried to develop alternative methods attentive to an ethical 
imperative of working with such archives. For instance, in her epic poem 
Zong!, Nourbese E. Philip (2008) addresses the (im)possibility to give an 
account of the throwing overboard of 150 captive Africans aboard the Zong 
by stringing together a poetic epic solely using words found in the legal 
decision Gregson v. Gilbert – the only existing public document related to 
the massacre. Critical engagement with the archives and historiography of 
slavery, and relations between colony and metropole continue to occur at 
the margins of the Dutch academy, if they are included at all (Schor, 2020, 
p. 6; Wekker, 2016, p. 25; Stoler, 1995).
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Marisa J. Fuentes urges scholars of slavery’s archives to examine the 
‘language of the archive’ and questions claims of excessive, spectacularised 
violence in abolitionist narratives that try to set it apart from ‘mundane, 
normative and acceptable modes of violence that underwrite slavery’ (2016, 
p. 138). In the archives, she writes, violence ‘is routinized to such a degree 
as to render it unremarkable’ (p. 138). The commodification and fungibility 
of Black enslaved people and the subsequent erasure of their experiences 
of racial terror aboard the slave ship have been a topic of concern for Black 
scholarship for decades (Hartman, 1997, 2008; Spillers, 1987; King, 2019; 
Muskateem, 2016; Sharpe, 2016; Smallwood, 2008).

What connects accounts of the slave ship such as Den Heijer’s to the 
normalisation of the f igure of Black Pete in contemporary white Dutch 
culture is what I call the ‘absenting of the hold’. Restaging the mandate to 
dance and sing, jolly Black Petes entertain white audiences from the deck 
of the ship. Their childlike, ungendered, and interchangeable appearance 
resonates with the transformation of captive Africans into fungible com-
modities – the only marker of difference names such as Lazy Pete, Smart 
Pete, Head Pete. Absenting the hold in accounts of Dutch slave ships further 
negates experiences of terror and entrenches the transformation of captive 
Africans into fungible commodities (Hartman, 1997; Spillers, 1987; King, 
2019). Restaging older regimes of ‘care’, such as Gallandat’s, Black Petes (can 
only) serve as objects of white entertainment through an absenting of the 
hold that continues to haunt the present.

As Christina Sharpe writes, ‘[t]he first language the keepers of the hold use 
on the captives is the language of violence: the language of thirst and hunger 
and sore and heat, the language of the gun and the gun butt, the foot and the 
f ist, the knife and the throwing overboard’ (2016, p. 70). In the conventional 
archive, that violence takes on the form of abstraction and erasure. What 
Den Heijer carefully keeps ‘below deck’ resurfaces in the pakjesboot – the 
obscured racial violence that enabled white Dutch people to imagine a 
ship full of goods and Black Petes as an innocent form of entertainment. 
The material wealth of the slave trading company transmorphed into the 
symbolic wealth of the white spectator. Following Hartman, I contend 
that the transformation of captive Africans into fungible commodities 
provides ‘the imaginative surface upon which the master and the nation 
came to understand themselves’ (Hartman, 1997, p. 7). The hold as a space 
of routinised and naturalised racial violence becomes the condition upon 
which white symbolic and material power is (per)formed and justif ies itself.

Juxtaposing the pakjesboot and accounts such as Den Heijer’s begs 
the question: How do death and racial violence remain unremarked and 
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unremarkable in the oceanic Dutch cultural archive through re-enactments 
of the slave ship? Kwame Nimako, Amy Abdou, and Glenn Willemsen argue 
that, in historical writings on the Dutch Atlantic slavery, an ‘ordinariness’ 
was afforded to the slave ship. Building upon the work of Lewis Gordon, 
they write that this ‘ordinariness’ gets to ‘a point of distorting reality, and 
normalizing an abnormal, violent situation […] it is within this normalization 
of a distorted history that a Dutch master narrative continues to exist’ (2014, 
p. 48). Although, as Den Heijer contends, historians depend on archival 
materials for their narratives, such narratives, they argue, are fundamentally 
shaped by ‘power and the desire to construct a certain self image’ (p. 48).

Den Heijer’s normalisation of the slave ship and the captain and company 
accounts partakes in the effort to further entrench Black subjection on the 
slave ship as a normal space, unremarkable and unremarked. For Sharpe, ‘to 
be in the wake [of slavery] is to occupy and to be occupied by the continuous 
and changing present of slavery’s as yet unresolved unfolding’ (2016, p. 14). 
The pakjesboot is one way in which slavery’s unresolved unfolding is restaged 
to aff irm white belonging and Black abjection.

There are other parallels to be found through the figure of the ship. Den 
Heijer’s delegitimisation of abolitionist accounts is repeated in the dismissal 
of contemporary Black critique. For instance, historian of Dutch slavery Piet 
Emmer contends that communities of descendants abuse the history of the 
slave trade to claim rights. Calls for the objective truth of empirical facts 
by such white male authors of Dutch nationhood are exemplary of how the 
empirical is an operation of empire.8 The call for a sensitisation to white 
feelings and rationality renders the other story deliberately unknowable and 
un-factual. Den Heijer’s oratio is an attempt to control the story anchored in the 
Dutch university system – the story of the slave ship as an orderly space of care 
for the captive cargo and forced entertainment for white captains and crew.

The ongoing absenting of the hold in public and scholarly discourses on 
the slave trade and anti-Black racism today acts as a moralisation of the 
acceptability of racial violence, which is positioned as a-moralistic. Much 
like the orderly imaginaries of life aboard the slave ship, where white forms 
of ‘care’ substitute accounts of racial terror as norm, Black Petes enjoy 
the good paternalism of Sinterklaas and the Dutch nation. Like the racial 
violence of the hold, the transformation of Black pain into white pleasure 
remains uncontroversial in the Dutch cultural archive and is exemplary 
of what Philomena Essed calls ‘entitlement racism’ (Essed & Muhr, 2018). 
Tiffany Lethabo King shows how orderly representations of the plantation 
and white cartographic practices constitute ‘technologies of conquest’ while, 
at the same time, reveal white anxiety around Black rebellion and fugitivity 
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(King, 2019, pp. 75–110). The same can be said for (re)producing the image of 
the slave ship as an orderly space of care and control and the pakjesboot as a 
site of white entertainment. Such representations both reveal an absenting of 
the hold and deep-seated white anxiety around Black rebellion and mutiny 
aboard the ship, and contemporary Black anti-racist resistance.

These practices would have been unimaginable without the slave ship 
as a foundational technology of Dutch state formation and self-perception. 
The legacy of the forced journey through the Middle Passage persists in 
the present through ongoing abjection of Blackness, the captivity and 
containment of Black bodies, the surveillance and murder of Black lives, 
and ongoing Black exclusion from political, social, and cultural belonging. 
It is exactly through the abstraction of violence aboard the ship and its 
innocent celebration as the prime and glory of the Dutch nation that white 
Dutch self-perception and nationhood continue to (re)aff irm themselves.

Pepper cookies

In the wake of the painstakingly slow and liberal Black Pete reforms, dif-
ferent scenarios of conquest and discovery have (re-)emerged. In 2018, 
Dutch multinational Ahold’s supermarket chain Albert Heijn, which had 
recently removed Black Pete f igures from its stores, started selling Van 
Delft Pepernotenfabriek cookies with ‘authentieke VOC kruiden’ (‘authentic 
VOC spices’). This delicacy is only available during the Sinterklaas season.

The VOC was founded in 1602 with the incentive to establish Dutch 
maritime–imperial presence in Southeast Asia; attack Portuguese and 
Spanish vessels in extra-European waters; and establish a Dutch monopoly 
on sea lanes and the spice trade. According to Grotius, the Dutch oceanic 
trade with Asia was fundamental to the formation of the Dutch state, which 
was not fully recognised by other European powers until 1648 (Grotius, 
2006, p. 10). In 1609, Grotius anonymously published his manifesto Mare 
liberum, in which he argued for the freedom of trade and navigation on 
the high seas in order to justify Dutch privateering in the Indian Ocean 
and undermine Iberian and papal claims to world and ocean domination 
(Mawani, 2018; Stelder, 2021; Benton, 2010; Van Ittersum, 2006). The only 
way to justify conquering lands and bodies was when Indigenous peoples 
would resist Dutch freedom of trade and navigation through their seas 
and territories. In other words, Indigenous refusal to Dutch encroachment 
served as a just cause for colonial invasion (Stelder, 2021). Grotius shaped an 
oceanic business model based on conquest/just war, trade, and navigation 
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that reappeared throughout European imperialist histories and undergirds 
much of what we know today as international law (Mawani, 2018, pp. 35–72; 
Anghie, 2010; Stelder, 2021). For Grotius, the ship embodies the epitome of 
Dutch entitlement, maritime prowess, and rationality, astutely manoeuvred 
around the globe by the Dutch, whom he portrayed as ‘those true sons of 
the sea’ (2006, p. 481).

In White Innocence, Wekker discusses how the VOC continues to serve 
as the imaginary ‘jewel in the crown’ (Wekker, 2016, p. 2). Rather than a 
belligerent state-sponsored corporation, it is imagined through the prism 
of grandeur and maritime prowess, erasing and abstracting the colonial 
and racial violence it was conditioned by and through (Gandhi, 2021). Fur-
thermore, the VOC’s prof its inaugurated the Dutch Golden Age and were 
subsequently used to cover the f inancial losses experienced by the f irst West 
India Company and compensated Dutch plantation owners in the Americas 
in the wake of the abolition of slavery in 1863 (Nimako & Willemsem, 2011, 
pp. 9–10). The VOC serves as a powerful technology for the projection of 
Dutch imperial desires and self-perception and proved foundational to the 
material wealth the Netherlands enjoys until this day.

The VOC acts as a metonym for Dutch power and maritime prowess, for 
example in the words of former Prime Minister J.P. Balkenende, who stated 
that the Dutch needed to ‘return to a VOC mentality’ in response to the 2008 
f inancial crisis. Within such an imaginary, Indigenous peoples, slavery, 
and Indigenous genocide in Southeast Asia disappear. What remains is the 
‘spice trade’ untethered to the movement of belligerent Dutch ships, the 
slave trade, or the colonisation of Indigenous peoples, waterways, and lands.

Traditionally, Dutch pepper cookies contain speculaaskruiden, a mix 
of cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves, and pepper. The ingredients of empire that 
together make up pepper cookies are the central delicacy in the Sinterk-
laas celebration. The word ‘speculaas’ comes from the word speculeren, 
or ‘to speculate’. One would ‘speculate’ the dough by adding the spices 
(Scheepvaartmuseum, 2020). The term emerged alongside the speculation 
of spices on the global market. The Dutch forced Indigenous people to 
grant them monopolies on these spices, which they would then sell for a 
fortune back in Europe. For Grotius, trade and navigation were ways to 
disarticulate Dutch imperialist models from those of the Iberians (Stelder, 
2021). Furthermore, they were deeply entangled with the ship and shipping as 
early forms of venture capital and the establishment of the f irst shareholder 
corporation and stock exchange – two Dutch inventions.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Dutch controlled 
much of the Asia–Europe spice ‘trade’ and trading routes. The VOC coerced 
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Indigenous peoples to sign away their resources and their lands through 
Dutch-style business contracts, and introduced the f irst systems of mono-
cropping in Southeast Asia (Stelder, 2021; Van Ittersum, 2006; Tuck, 2005). 
Goods taken from Southeast Asia were transported to Europe but also used 
to purchase kidnapped Africans and Asians. Dutch ships formed what 
Mawani calls ‘colonial laboratories’, in which ‘the rules of the slave ship – its 
violent orders of work and discipline – were extended from sea to land by 
way of the plantation’ (Mawani, 2016, p. 117).9

With the rise of the steam ship in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, the Dutch started operating luxury steamboats carrying Dutch 
settlers to the occupied Indonesian archipelago. Kris Alexanderson argues 
that Dutch steamboats acted as ‘colonial classrooms’ where white Dutch 
soon-to-be-settlers were taught the codes and mores of the colony in order 
to take their place in a newly emerging colonial regime of racial segregation 
(2019, p. 99). White Dutch passengers travelled in f irst-class and second-class 
exclusively white spaces. Here, they could practise the new relations of the 
colony on the often-Javanese crew. Furthermore, the ships frequently hosted 
costume balls in which white passengers dressed in colonial fetish wear, 
including highly gendered forms of brownface, blackface, and yellowface 
(pp. 29–134). Rather than a U.S. performance tradition, blackface and other 
forms of racial fetish drag have been part and parcel of the Dutch colonial 
enterprise, repertoire, and transport of settlers from metropole to colony. 
Alexanderson shows how the balls were not simply a form of entertainment; 
they formed an intricate technology of colonial education in which ships 
served as microcosms of colonial society. The ship became a crucial space 
for the transformation of colonial–racial violence into white pleasure and 
education (Smith, 2014; Alexanderson, 2019; Stoler, 1995). The ship provides 
a moving laboratory for the rehearsal and enactment of racial imaginar-
ies and desires that supported the colonial–racial order. The practice of 
colonial education continues in the wake of the loss of empire. Every year the 
pakjesboot docks, white spectators are taught a repertoire of race relations 
marked as a costume ball.

Performing conquest

In 2019, a student shared a story of a high school performance they attended 
the previous year at an elite gymnasium school in Amsterdam. At the school, 
they no longer performed in blackface. Instead, three white male teachers 
had written a play where Sinterklaas ended up on the ‘wrong continent’ 
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due to a navigational error in a storm. Upon his arrival, he was ambushed 
by vengeful and violent ‘natives’ who wanted to kill him. For the occasion, 
the teachers performed racist, anti-Indigenous stereotypes in redface. 
Afterwards, the student talked to their peers and was surprised that white 
students had picked up on the sexism in the play but were not able to discern 
the anti-Indigenous racism displayed by their teachers.

The comedy restaged Christopher Columbus’s navigational error of 1492. 
On the way to ‘discover’ a new passage to India, Columbus ended up on the 
‘wrong continent’, an encounter that led to the subsequent extermination 
of over 90 per cent of the Indigenous population due to the circulation of 
diseases and conquistador violence transported on ships across oceans. 
For Wekker, rendering racism comical is another modality of white in-
nocence. Presenting racist utterances as ‘just a joke’ renders racialised 
communities responsible for their own pain, as they simply misunderstand 
the utterer (Wekker, 2016). Not only does the high school performance 
render Columbus’s navigational error comical, the journey of the ship itself 
and the violence ensuing in its wake provides the heroic backdrop for the 
colonial encounter. Native and sexist stereotypes are not just funny, they 
are deployed to invite high school students into the collective white and 
heteronormative ‘pleasures’ of racism and lesbophobia (Martina, 2013).

Diana Taylor argues that the ‘colonial encounter’ is a theatrical scenario 
structured in a predictable, formulaic, hence repeatable fashion (Taylor, 
2003, p. 13). Restaging Columbus’s navigational error through the Sinterklaas 
performance is exemplary of how conquest continues to be simultaneously 
replayed and disavowed. ‘Each repeat’, writes Taylor, ‘adds an affective and 
explanatory power until the outcome seems a foregone conclusion’ (p. 31). 
Such scenarios, she contends, are ‘so profoundly internalized that no one 
remembers the precedence’ (p. 32). Colonial and racial fantasies and the 
power relations they entrench and enable remain unresolved in the wake 
of Black Pete’s disappearance. The f igure continues to haunt the present 
and (re)appears in different guises. This performance reveals how Dutch 
empire is ‘not worked through, but simply forgotten’ even as it is restaged 
in performances of conquest and slavery (Wekker, 2016, p. 17). Drawing 
attention to the pakjesboot and the intimacies between the four continents 
that shaped it reveals how these colonial and racial histories, although 
distinct in their own way, remain deeply entangled.

The Dutch were originally one of the f irst nations to colonise parts of 
Turtle Island. What remains in the public discourse is the story of the busi-
ness deal: ‘Manhattan was sold for a dollar to the British.’ At the same time, 
the exchange of Manhattan for the British occupied Rhun in the Banda 
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Islands and Suriname in South America are presented as poor business 
deals. Ownership and trade erase the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous 
peoples in Dutch imperialist discourse (Stelder, 2021). Furthermore, the 
school performance draws on the myth of the ‘vanishing Indian’ in which 
the native can only appear as a remnant of a bygone era. This reasserts yet 
erases the ongoing genocide against Indigenous people and Indigenous 
resistance to settler colonial violence in all its forms (Mawani, 2016; Simpson, 
2014; Coulthard, 2014). As scholars in critical Indigenous studies point out, 
‘[t]he “vanishing Indian” was a powerful settler colonial myth and not an 
achievement’ (Mawani, 2016, p. 11; King, 2012, p. 36). In this context, gendered 
and racist stereotypes seem to be readily available to the three white male 
teachers. The high school performance reveals how anti-Indigenous racism 
and myths of terra nullius continue to pervade the Dutch cultural archive. 
With the loss of Black Pete, new Petes emerge.

Conclusion

It requires hard work not to see this.
—Toni Morrison, Playing in the Darkness.

Imaginaries of maritime and business prowess are how the Dutch like to 
talk about themselves and assert their position in the world. Currently, the 
Netherlands is a market leader in maritime technology, whose development 
is both the result of the Dutch struggle against the water as well as Dutch 
imperial expansion and the slave trade. The ship becomes an anchor point 
for deflecting and disavowing the colonial–racial violence that conditioned 
Dutch state formation.

A focus on the ship in the Sinterklaas tradition reveals how capitalism, 
slavery, and conquest in the oceanic Dutch cultural archive, imperial history, 
and Dutch historiography are deeply entangled and naturalised. The racial and 
(settler) colonial fabrications that emerge from the ship operate as reflections 
of the white self’s anxieties, desires, and fears (Morrison, 1992; Mills, 2014; 
King, 2019). The colonial history that conditions the Sinterklaas tradition in its 
modern incarnation is shaped by a constant performance of white unseeing 
of the socio-historical context of its emergence and the fetishisation of the 
ship as an anchor point of Dutchness and Dutch state formation.

Turning to the ship and maritime imagination might prove pivotal in 
expanding our understanding of the intimacies of Dutch imperialism and its 
aftermaths. I have begun to unfold what a cultural oceanography of Dutch 
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empire might look like by showing how the Sinterklaas celebration is haunted 
by the colonial–racial terror of Dutch shipping. The foundational role of 
Dutch maritime imagination for Dutch state formation and imaginaries of 
conquest, slavery, and capitalism warrant further investigation. Discovery, 
ocean-borne capitalist supremacy, and slavery co-emerge and continue to 
be restaged in different forms and f ind their co-articulation in the ship.

The Sinterklaas tradition reveals how the past continues to be reiterated 
in the present to consolidate white pleasure and entitlement – imaginaries 
of the ship operate as literal vehicles for the production of Dutch white 
supremacy and its subsequent erasure. An oceanic framework provides 
alternative ways to theorise the Dutch ‘colonial encounter’ and its contempo-
rary restaging. It resists the compartmentalisation of Dutch historiography 
into separated and separable eras and areas of expertise that continue to 
determine how we come to understand Dutch imperialism and its aftermath.
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Notes

1.	 On modernity/coloniality see, for instance: Mignolo, 2007; Quijano, 2007; 
Wynter, 2003.

2.	 This is part of my larger project Maritime Imagination: A Cultural Oceanog
raphy of Dutch Imperialism and its Aftermath.
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3.	 For more see, for instance: Martina, 2013; Schor, 2020; Smith, 2014; Jordan, 
2014; Brienen, 2014.

4.	 Although formally abolished in 1863, enslaved Africans we forced to contin-
ue to labor on Dutch plantations until 1873 (Nimako & Willemsen, 2011). The 
Dutch state was one of the last European powers to abolish the slave trade.

5.	 All citations of Den Heijer are my translation. Emphases mine.
6.	 By no means do I mean to say that such critiques were not present before. 

However, only over the past decade have such critiques received a larger 
public platform.

7.	 See, for instance: Spivak, 1999; Burton, 2006; Stoler, 2008; Fuentes, 2016; 
Brand, 2019; Philip, 2008; King, 2019; Baucom, 2005; Hartman, 1997; Said, 
1994; Gilroy, 1995; Smallwood, 2008; McKittrick, 2006, 2021; Muskateem, 
2016; Gordon, 2008; Carby, 2019.

8.	 This formulation is inspired by Said’s (1994), Lowe’s (2015, pp. 34–38), and 
Wynter’s (2006) critiques of disciplinarity and categorization, and more 
recently Katherine McKittrick’s critique of discipline in/as empire (2021).

9.	 For more on the relationship between rule on the ship and terrestrial re-
gimes of racial and colonial violence see Mawani, 2016, p. 117.
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