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Cartoon politics: Are the Smurfs communists? 
By Qi Zhai 

La la la la la la La la la la la!  

So goes the tune that every Chinese child who watched television in the 1980s 

remembers fondly. Can't quite recall where this familiar monosyllabic jingle comes 

from? I'll give you some hints - they're blue, they live in mushroom-shaped houses and 

the majority of them habitually go topless.  

It's the Smurfs - "blue goblins" or "blue sprites," as they were named in Chinese - I'm 

talking about. These little creatures, who stand but "three crab apples tall," brought much 

joy to me as a child, as they also did for many American children who watched the 

original English language version airing on NBC from 1981 to 1989.  

I can unequivocally say that the Smurfs, who are making a comeback with a 2011 3D 

Hollywood movie, were my favorite cartoon characters. Many other fictional figures 

accompanied my childhood. There was Mr Black (Heimaojingzhang), which was made 

into a movie in China this year; Lulu Flower (Huaxianzi ) and Ikkyu-san (Yixiuge), both 

imports from Japan; Huluwa (or the Gourd Brothers), super-powered septuplets fighting 

evil forces and, of course, Transformers.  

Yet none of these other animated characters appealed to me as much as the merry band of 

blue goblins that spent their days in harmony despite being chased by the evil Gargamel. 

Even as an adult, I remained enamored of the Smurfs, managing to convince two 

colleagues to paint our faces blue and wear electric blue tights to be Smurfs at the 

company Halloween party one year and track down, in European antique bookstores, 

original copies of the Belgian comics, Les Schtroumpfs, which inspired the animated 

series.  

This week, I read the headline "Call to foster domestic cartoon industry" (July 11, 2010) 

and learned that China has been making a push to develop a domestic comics and 

animation industry. The State Administration of Radio, Film and Television issued a 

circular in 2004 requiring at least 60% of cartoons shown on television to be domestically 

produced. Another missive in 2006 banned foreign cartoons from airing from 5pm to 

8pm, later extended to 9pm in 2008. Along with favorable tax incentives, the government 

is also spending 200 million yuan each year to boost the sector.  
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That's a lot of thought - and money - to pour into colorful figures that speak in high-

pitched voices. But why? Who really cares whether Chinese children are watching 

woolly domestic characters, such as Pleasant Goat, or imported ones, such as Astro Boy?  

The more I pondered the puzzle the more I realized that people do, in fact, care plenty 

about messages broadcast to children. In addition to promoting domestic industries and 

jobs (whether protectionism actually works is another issue), the cartoon policies could 

serve to ensure that Chinese children are exposed to characters they can better identify 

with and messages deemed more appropriate than imported ones.  

The irony, however, is that while we Chinese may be worrying about foreign cartoons 

now, foreigners have actually been fretting about them for years. Since the Smurfs 

became popular in the US three decades ago, Western conspiracy theorists have been 

complaining about their latent "communist content."  

Sounds bizarre? Consider the "evidence."  

The Smurfs are self-sufficient. In Smurf society, all are equal with the exception of Papa 

Smurf. The Smurfs all have the same clothing and each has a specific task he performs. 

The Smurfs lived in a communal village where all the harvest was stored in mushrooms 

and equitably distributed throughout the year. Each Smurf takes what he or she needs and 

pitches in what he or she can.   

In one episode, a sudden frost settles over the forest, the fresh crop of smurfberries is 

destroyed leaving the Smurfs with a low stock of food. Faced with starvation, Papa Smurf 

declares that all food will be rationed until the next crop of smurfberries is ready to be 

harvested. One night, while the peace loving villagers share their equally divided kernel 

of corn, it is discovered that Greedy Smurf, the baker, has an undeclared stock of food. 

Soon after, the village, led by Papa Smurf, storms Greedy's house and empty all his 

supplies of food. 

The political analogy carries even further, to the Smurfs' attire. That each Smurf dressed 

in a uniform of white shorts and white cap, with rare pieces of individual flair, is surely 

an endorsement of conformity. Papa Smurf, the leader of the pack, sports a large white 

beard, making him resemble Karl Marx, and wears a red cap, which surely means more.  

Papa Smurf is a true autocratic ruler who does not take into consideration input from any 

other Smurfs, similar to Joseph Stalin, the ruthless leader of the Soviet Union. Papa 

Smurf founded Smurf Village and began the processes of industrialization, building 

dams, workshops, and having the only contact with the outside world. In the village, the 

ultimate punishment for disobeying Papa Smurf is banishment to the forest. This is 

similar to banishment to a Soviet Gulag in Siberia. Papa Smurf physically resembles Karl 

Marx with his long white beard and he wears a red hat and trousers, symbolizing the 

international color of communism and socialism. 

 



Proletarian Smurfs like Hefty and Handy are held in higher esteem than less proletarian 

Smurfs like Hefty Smurf is the soldier, the enforcer, of Smurf Village. His job is to fight 

to protect the village and keep the other Smurfs from harm. Hefty is what keeps the 

independent thought at bay. He keeps the other Smurfs in terror of what will happen if 

they disobey Papa Smurf. Hefty's strength is not only used to enforce Papa Smurf's will. 

It is also used to build and construct, for manual labor. Hefty is the ideal soldier/worker, 

solid, loyal to the cause and will not ask questions.  Handy is the worker, the embodiment 

of Marx's proletarian.  Handy is a farmer, a builder, an inventor, an engineer. 

 

Brainy, Jokey and Vanity. Vanity is out of step with the values of Smurf society because 

he cares about his appearance and wants to be more beautiful than his fellow Smurfs. 

Jokey Smurf is a disruptive force in Smurf society and interferes with the hard work of 

more serious Smurfs. Brainy Smurf is problematic to Smurf society because he is an 

intellectual which sometimes leads him to question Papa Smurf's absolute authority. 

Brainy bears a passing resemblance to Stalin’s more intellectual rival, Leon Trotsky, and 

often is ridiculed in the cartoon. The subliminal message? Knowledge is dangerous, 

because it makes you a potential dissident. 

The Smurfs are also united against a sworn enemy called Gargamel and his cat Azrael. 

Gargamel is clearly representative of capitalism. He lives in a castle and wants to turn the 

Smurfs into gold. he’s interested in capturing the Smurfs so he can turn them into gold. 

“[Gargamel] desired to exploit the ‘workers’ (i.e., the Smurfs) and get rich for his own 

selfish reasons, without any regard for their well-being,” J. Marc Schmidt, author of the 

book “Secrets of Pop Culture,” said. 

He cares nothing about the Smurfs because he is too fixated on his own greed, just as the 

capitalist classes traditionally have been more concerned with their own profits than with 

workers' rights. 

“They have a dictator-like leader, and they all have defined roles,” said Technorati.com 

editor Curtis Silver, who wrote about the psychology of the Smurfs for Wired magazine’s 

website. “When it comes to their day-to-day life, they’re like a Communistic group.” 

 

Australian essayist and teacher J. Marc Schmidt once referred to the Smurf village as a 

“Marxist utopia.” 

 

“The workers own all the capital equally, and there is no upper class of owners/capitalists 

to oppress them,” said Mr. Schmidt, author of the book “Secrets of Pop Culture.” “Unlike 

real-life Marxist countries, the Smurfs managed this feat without resorting to 

totalitarianism or repressing personal freedom, so it is a utopia.” 

 

The Smurfs have also caught the attention of a controversial French academic who says 

there may be more than meets the eye when it comes to the pint-sized characters.  

Antoine Buéno, who is both a senior lecturer at SciencePo University in Paris and a 

novelist, wrote "Le Petit Livre Bleu" (The Little Blue Book) that accuses the Smurfs of 
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being communist. In his book, Bueno argued that Smurf society represents a “totalitarian 

utopia drenched in Stalinism.” 

Buéno analyzes their society and ideology — Smurfology — through a political lens.  

Buéno says, "People from other institutions have been looking at [the Smurfs] before me. 

People in the United States at one point suspected the Smurf albums of being socialist 

propaganda, going so far as to say the word Smurf was actually an acronym for 'Small 

Men Under Red Forces.'"  

This may all seem rather far-fetched and I've yet to see decisive proof on the subject. But 

I will say that in the 1980s, the Smurfs was the only Western cartoon I recall being 

broadcast on Chinese television.  

So what are we innocent viewers to make of the Smurf controversy? Are the Smurfs 

communists? And, more importantly, what will be the impact of the cartoon policies?  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qra0hlO6hZk&feature=related (video) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RkxVUcjvmUA (video) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qra0hlO6hZk (The Communist Smufs? video) 
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