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Abstract 

This will be an extended essay looking at two Unite States (US) animated sitcoms, 

both set in the future; The Jetsons (1962-1963; 1985-87) and Futurama (1999-2003; 

2008-2013). I will discuss how both shows envisioned the future, what influenced 

these portrayals, how what they show may now be dated or prophetic, and the 

similarities and between both shows and the potential future as each presented it. 

For this I will be assessing shows through the lens of Critical Theory as defined in 

relation to Television by John Corner (1999, p.10) as recognising and assessing 

“television as a system of public symbolism…permeating the culture with its images, 

sounds and story patterns”. Through the course of the essay I will illustrate that The 

Jetsons and Futurama portrayed visions of the future that changed with the times 

they were produced, and were influenced by the cultural and societal factors they 

were produced in.  
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Introduction 

 
The Jetsons is an animated sitcom which first aired in the US in 1962 (Hanna 1996, 

p.131). With the show set in 2062 (Graydon 2012, p.11), we are now further 

removed from the show’s creation than we are to the time it was imagining (2062). 

As such one would assume that its vision of a future would be too dated, and 

perhaps too outpaced by the advancement in real world technology in the year’s 

since, to have significant resonance with our hopes and dreams for the future. Yet, 

The Jetsons remains one of the most commonly cited depictions of the future in 

fiction; in October 2021 Amazon unleashed their “Astro Bot” a domestic robot 

product which not only has drawn comparison to domestic robots shown on the 

program, but directly and perhaps intentionally invokes comparison in its design 

(Figures 1 & 2) and name, which it shares with the Jetson family dog (Bell, 2021). In 

the same month, a Swedish company called Jetson launched a Personal Electronic 

Ariel Vehicle called The Jetson One (Blain, 2021), inspired in part by perhaps the 

most iconic futuristic imagery from the show, the families’ flying car. Though it is not 

commonly cited as inspiring people to consider a career in science, as is the case for 

some science-fiction such as Star Trek (Gaudin, 2016), The Jetsons clearly 

continues to have a notable impact on creatives aiming to take society towards the 

future, and in particular to marketeers trying to sell visions of the future to consumer.  
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Figure 1- Amazon’s “Astro bot” Figure 2 

“Leptonema” the robot dog from Jetsons 

episode The Coming of Astro (1962) 

 

 
Although most allusions to “joining The Jetsons” are aspirational, some concern is 

sometimes raised about what example The Jetsons sets us for the future. As a show 

created in 1962, The Jetsons reflects and at times conjures up the attitudes and 

prejudices of US society of its time. As part of their series of articles on the 50th 

anniversary of The Jetsons for Smithsonian magazine, in which he identified it as the 

as “the single most important piece of 20th century futurism”, writer Matt Novak, 

noted that Apple CEO Tim Cook advocated for their products as allowing their 

customers to be “living The Jetsons”, he perhaps did not consider that this has 

implications that are negative as well as positive, such as the episode “Jane’s 

Driving Lesson” which perpetuates jokes about female drivers (the episode 

concluding with patriarch George ruefully conceding that “there will always be 

women drivers”) that have persisted (Gwyther 2013, p.17) since the episode aired. 

 
Though it seems to be the most widely recognised, The Jetsons was neither the first 

nor last depiction of the future in animation, a tradition continuing to the present day 

with shows like Final Space (2018-2021). Seemingly, the highest profile and most 

tonally similar was Futurama, an adult animation airing from 1999-2003 and again 

following a revival in 2008-2013. Futurama might be considered “harder” Science-

Fiction, with more elaborate world building and more sophisticated Science-Fiction 

theme, but it nonetheless shares several motifs and themes with The Jetsons, and 

critics (Richmond, 1999) cited Jetsons as a likely influence on Futurama on its 

launch in 1999. 
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Starting thirty-seven years after The Jetsons and concluding less than a decade ago, 

Futurama represents a more contemporary perspective and vision of the future, 

though in recent years it too has been accused of exhibiting offensive or outdated 

perspectives, particularly with regards to gender politics sexuality and gender identity 

(Rogers, 2016). As a more barbed and pessimistic show, Futurama is rarely cited as 

an inspiration for our future, and as a show which became known in the internet era, 

news stories that reference it generally invoke humours lines or behaviours from 

their characters (Valedz, 2021) rather than the wider society or dreamed of technical 

advances presented in the show. 

 
Nonetheless having established The Jetsons as one of the most influential and 

enduring portrayals of the future in contemporary screen fiction, and likely the most 

enduring in animation, I believe it is useful to analyse the roots and meanings of the 

future as it shown in The Jetsons, and contrast it with Futurama as a representative 

of a comparable but more contemporary fictional future, to show what changed, 

where it went right or wrong, and indeed where both leave some room for 

improvement. I will do so by examining three key areas the show intersects with; 

Culture, Technology and Society. 
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Culture 

 

Raymond Williams in his book The Sociology of Culture, noted that there had been a 

convergence of two separate but related meanings of the word “culture” at that point 

in the late 20th century; one referring a “distinct way of life” and the other “artistic and 

intellectual activities” produced within that culture (1982, p.10). Thus in assessing the 

“culture” of The Jetsons and Futurama it is worth examining both the content of the 

shows, and their respective places in US culture at the time, starting where the key 

creative personnel were and how they were viewed in the culture when the shows 

were made. 

 

The Jetsons was produced by Hanna-Barbera, a television production studio formed 

by William Hanna and Joseph Barbera in the late 50s, following their extensive 

career as directors of theatrically released animated shorts at MGM Studios, often 

considered to be the most prestigious movie studio during the “Golden Age” of 

Hollywood (Bingen 2011, p.1). Their career at MGM was highlighted by the 

production of 114 Tom & Jerry cartoons, which enjoyed huge international popularity 

and became the most lauded animated series in the history of the Academy Awards 

(Lenberg 1993, p.71). with 13 nominations and 7 wins. Hanna-Barbera’s transition to 

television with Ruff and Ready in 1957, and particularly The Huckleberry Hound 

Show in 1958, at a time when little original animation had been created for television, 

were commercially successful and critically revered for their innovation and wit 

(Yowp, 2014). The Jetsons was Hanna-Barbera’s third Prime-Time animated sitcom, 

and although their second, Top Cat, had not been a ratings success (Barber 1994, 

p.145) and their (and TV’s) first, The Flintstones while an Emmy-Nominated Hit had 
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been poorly received by critics (Yowp, 2014), it seems fair to surmise that when The 

Jetsons first aired in September 1962 Hanna-Barbera had enjoyed 20 years of 

success and acclaim within the entertainment history, and could be considered a 

part of the entertainment “establishment” of the time. 

Futurama’s key creatives in contrast came from a more countercultural background. 

The show was the second series from co-creator Matt Groening, follow on from The 

Simpsons which, after being spun-off from a series of shorts on The Tracy Ullman 

Show (1987-1989), had quickly become a phenomenon in the United States soon 

after it started airing in the 1989-1990 TV season. Greoning had been a relatively 

obscure figure prior to the Tracy Ullman Show, known only for creating the 

underground comic Life in Hell. Although The Simpsons was mainstream, it still 

reflected the underground sensibilities of Greoning and his writing staff, many of 

whom were discovered writing for another underground publication, Army Man 

(Ortzed,2009, p.59). In the first Season episode Homer’s Odyssey (1990) main 

character Homer Simpson accepts a job as a Safety Technician at a Nuclear Power 

Plant moments after leading a crowd of protesters to picket the same plant only 

moments earlier, and assures the crowd that he will continue his work as a crusader 

for higher safety standards, only working on the inside of the system; this can be 

seen as a mirror of Groening and the writers continuing their underground 

sensibilities by critiquing and subverting the format of American television while 

working within it. 

 

In particular The Simpsons was a rebuke of the values offered by some of the most 

popular sitcoms of the era such as Family Ties (1982-1989), Full House (1987-1995) 

and in particular The Cosby Show (1984-1992) which combined sometimes 
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progressive pro-social messaging with a reassuring traditionalism that promoted a 

loving functional family as the centre of a fulfilling life; in contrast much early 

coverage of The Simpsons went out of the way to emphasise the then shocking 

phenomenon of a “dysfunctional” (Jones/Williams, 2002) family on TV. Family son 

Bart Simpson, a smart-mouthed study shy rebellious 10 year old, proved particularly 

controversial, with T-Shirts baring his likeness and the slogan “Underachiever, and 

proud of it, man!” (Figure 3) being banned in many schools (Lewis, 1990). The 

conservative backlash to the show was epitomised by no less than then (Republican) 

President Bush giving a speech at a convention of Religious Broadcasters stating his 

ambition to ensure American families would be “a lot more like” fictional depression-

era family The Waltons and “a lot less like The Simpsons” (Kilday,1992). While this 

initial controversy over The Simpsons perhaps already seemed quaint by Futurama’s 

1999 debut, with far more vulgar and controversial animated shows like Beavis & 

Butt-head (1993-1997) and South Park (1997 on) having enjoyed success in its 

wake, this could be seen to reflect how subversive elements previously the sole 

domain of underground or counter-cultural works were allowed, perhaps in part due 

to the success of The Simpsons, to flourish in mainstream US entertainment, and 

even in animation which for much of TV’s lifespan had been generally resisted any 

overtly subversive. While in the years since the conclusion of The Jetsons’ original 

run in 1963, Hanna-Barbera had made some attempts to reflect the counterculture, 

but they had either been sanitised and packaged to appeal to children, as with the 

vaguely countercultural teenage protagonists of Scooby Doo, Where Are You (1969-

1970), or in the case of Wait Till Your Father Gets Home (1972-1974), which dealt 

with a conservative father struggling with the changes in the US in the post-war era, 

struggled to find an audience (Cyrenne, 2007); Wait would be Hanna-Barbera’s last 
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show aired in Prime-Time for (at least in part) an adult audience until 1992’s Capitol 

Critters, a political satire largely seen (Kowlaski, 2017) as an unsuccessful attempt to 

cash in on The Simpsons’ early success. Effectively Hanna-Barbera’s work had 

changed little enough through the sixties, seventies and eighties, that between 1985 

and 1987 they were able to revive The Jetsons for a second and third season that 

were largely consistent with the first season from over twenty years prior. 

 

Figure 3 

 

Despite the acclaim of both, there is some question of to what extent either The 

Jetsons or Futurama would have been recognised as fitting Williams’ second cultural 

definition of “artistic and intellectual”. For all their acclaim, animation during the 

“Golden Age of Animation” was neither necessarily considered by critics or 

themselves to be of great artistic significance (Arnold 2015, p.105), and Hanna-

Barbera’s television work has not generally commanded the same level of respect as 

their work on Tom & Jerry (Lehman 2007(i), p.25). Following the increasing 
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popularity of Postmodernism in Academia throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Henry, 

1994 p.86), a show like Futurama arriving in 1999 was primed to be taken somewhat 

more as a work of merit seriously worth considering; indeed postmodernism led to 

shows like The Jetsons retrospectively being deemed more worthy of serious 

analysis. However both shows could also be considered “Low Culture”, particularly in 

respect of Henry Gans definition (1999, p.115) of such culture as the culture of “the 

skilled and semi-skilled factory and service workers”; though the chief protagonist of 

each episode varies, the nominal leads of both shows, George Jetson and Phillip J 

Fry, both fit this category. 

George and Fry are both fairly low status working men for companies; George a 

literal “button pushing” office worker for Spacely Sprockets, and Fry a delivery boy 

for his nephew Professor Farnsworth’s company Planet Express. Spacely Sprockets 

is in many episodes defined by its rivalry with a company offering a similar service, 

Cogswell Cogs, while Planet Express was founded by Farnsworth primarily to fund 

his scientific experiments; both shows envision Free-Market Capitalism as being a 

default for American society far into the future. The Jetsons, mostly presents this 

with mild rather than explicit critique, whereas Futurama is embedded with a more 

notable sense of cynicism towards the idea. In the first episode, Fry is a Pizza 

delivery boy in the year 1999, before being frozen and unearthed in the year 3000, in 

which he is implanted with a “career chip” which indicates that he is destined to be a 

delivery boy for life, a job he maintains throughout the series. An ordinary worker 

being revived 1,000 years later and continuing to work the same job serves as a kind 

of rebuke of “the American Dream” idea of someone progressing “up the ladder” of 

society by hard work and perseverance, and with the introduction of “career chips” 

indeed indicates that things will only get more restrictive with both government and 
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corporations assigning the average person an assigned role from a young age. 

Futurama can be read as a cynical take on a book that was much discussed at the 

time, and has been cited to encapsulate the post Cold War, pre-9/11 culture of the 

West often since (Kagan, 2008); Francis Fukyama’s 1992 book The End of History 

and the Last Man. Fukyama postulated that following the “defeat” of fascism in the 

1940s and communism in the early 1990s, there would be no substantial challenges 

to Free Market Liberal Democracy, and that effectively society would stay broadly 

the same, including the average workers’ continual striving for equal recognition 

(1992, p.292). This idea of a culturally stagnant future is taken a step further in the 

second season when 1968-74 US president Richard Nixon, the nominal enemy and 

chief satirical target of the US counterculture when the show’s writers came of age 

(Figure 4), is brought back from the dead to be re-elected (Figure 5) and brings his 

policies and worldview into the 30th Century, in a sense meaning the 20th Century 

has never truly been over for the US. 

 

 

Figure 4 
Nixon Caricature on the cover of Fear 
and Loathing on the Campaign Trail 
(1972) 

Figure 5 
Nixon caricatured in Futurama episode A 
Head in the Polls 
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The comparatively less cynical nature of The Jetsons would perhaps be expected of 

a show aired and conceived in what has sometimes been mythologised as America’s 

“Camelot era”; the administration of John F Kennedy, seen as a period of great post-

War optimism before a supposed “death of innocence” with the assassination of JFK 

in November 1963 (Farber 1994, p.153). It is not difficult to substantiate the 

supposition that this is a revisionist oversimplification; two original Jetsons episodes 

aired during the Cuban Missile Crisis (Scott/Gerald 2016, p.17) a time of great fear 

and concern for all US citizens. Nonetheless, The Jetsons does reflect a certain spirit 

of excitement around technology and space travel, defined by JFK’s 1961 speech to 

Congress: “I believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before 

the decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to earth” 

(Moneith 2008, p.19). Though there were more sophisticated and advanced 

depictions of the future in the era, The Jetsons perhaps made it more palatable and 

accessible to audiences by using workplace and familial tropes familiar to them from 

their lives and other popular sitcoms of the era, perhaps explaining why it remains 

one of the key reference points to this day. 

  
The fictional culture within the shows both reflect the popular culture of their times, to 

an extent that sometime strains verisimilitude. Futurama contains fairly frequent 

direct references to popular figures of the time; to some extent this is covered by the 

plot device of figures throughout history being revived or kept alive as cryogenically 

preserved heads in jars, but, for example, the episode Bendin' in the Wind where 

robot Bender joins late 90s alternative singer Beck does raise the question of 

whether there has been much popular music in the intervening millennia. While 

Futurama does have unique fictional culture within the show, such as the all robot 

soap opera All My Circuits, Jetsons wisely avoided any direct reference to then 
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contemporary popular culture, although there are clear parallels to the culture of the 

time. Rock Music had become part of the popular culture in then recent years, and 

there was a widely accepted “age gap” in how teenagers and their parents 

responded to the music, the difference surmised in 1957 when crooner Frank Sinatra 

described rock n’ roll as “phoney and false” music of “almost imbecilic reiteration” 

that he feared would provoke “almost universally negative and destructive directions 

in young people” (Guranik 1994, p.437). Accordingly, the episode A Date with Jet 

Screamer deals with George’s frustration over his teenage daughter Judy’s near 

fanatical devotion to rock singer Jet Screamer, whose song “Eep Opp Ork Ah-Ah!” 

with its non sensical title and lyrics effectively endorses the “imbecilic reiteration” 

view of Rock music, perhaps unsurprising as the creative staff were closer to 

George’s age than Judy’s. However by the end of the episode, George comes to 

kind of like Jet Screamer and plays drums in his band (Figure 6), presaging the 

gradual acceptance of rock as mainstream music enjoyed by old and young alike 

which followed with generational changes. 

 

Figure 6 
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Technology 

 

In general the innovations in The Jetsons take two forms. One is devices which 

reflect technology that was already fairly commonplace in 1962 but updated to seem 

more advanced, some of which have clear parallels in the modern world, such as the 

“videophones” the characters utilise which resemble the modern online calling 

methods now standard in many offices (Figures 7-8). Others seem to, perhaps 

unintentionally comment on the average person’s desire for laziness and apathy; the 

premier episode showcases George’s pre-work wake up routine, whereby he is 

woken by a bed which physically “pops” him out like toast from a toaster, and is then 

clothed and has his teeth brushed by machines, with even the majority of his 

movement conducted via an automatic conveyer belt rather than his own feet 

(Figures 9-11). George is ejected from his bed after being remotely commanded to 

do so by his wife Jane, after Jane has performed an exercise routine where only her 

finger is flexed, reflecting a theme that persists through the rest of the series 

whereby the vast majority of physical work is restricted to literal button pushing. 

 
 

 

Figure 7 From Jetsons Episode Rosie 
the Robot 

       Figure 8 Skype Publicity Photo 
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Figures 9-11 From Jetsons Episode Rosie the Robot 

 
Though this could be interpreted as a somewhat critical view of what humans want, it 

is unclear if this is intended as such; George is portrayed as a somewhat lazy 

character who vastly prefers sleep to other activities, but this generally seems to be 

intended as a relatable trait, consistent with many blue collar characters in US 

sitcoms stretching from The Honeymooners (1955-56) to The King of Queens (1998-

2007). However, while it is clearly meant to be amusing when George says that his 

“nine hour work weeks” are “killing him”, this has some slightly sinister implications 

about the ultimate effect the technological advances in the show’s world have had on 

the workforce in the universe, compounded by George being the only regularly 

appearing employee of Spacely Sprockets; that technology has supplanted most of 

the opportunities for humans to work by 2062, and that those who are able to secure 

work will be able to get fewer and fewer hours. This is taken a step further in the 

Second Season of the show from 1985, with the introduction of RUDI, a computer 

character slightly anthropomorphised with a human face and voice, who undertakes 

the majority of work at Spacely Sprockets. George never seems threatened by 

RUDI, and even refers to him as “his best friend” in the TV movie The Jetsons Meet 

The Flintstones. This could be seen as an optimistic view of a progressing 

relationship between humans and artificial intelligence, but there is an element of 

irony to a show uncritically embracing the mechanisation of work force at a time 

when the effect of mechanization on unemployment rates (Woirol 1996, p.143), had 
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become a high profile concern. When contemporary corporations cite The Jetsons 

as an aspirational vision of the future, the implications for the average working 

person may be less positive. 

 

Despite George’s fondness for RUDI, and the family’s embrace of their robot maid 

Rosie, at other times The Jetsons makes clear that the connection between living 

beings cannot be replaced by technology. In The Coming of Astro, Elroy brings 

home the eponymous dog from the park, whom the family are all keen to adopt as 

their own, barring George, who tries to sate the family’s enthusiasm with the robotic 

“dog of tomorrow”, Lectronimo; ultimately George agrees with the family that 

Lectronimo is no replacement for the flesh and blood Astro, who joins the family, 

appearing regularly in the series from that point on. This theme is reflected forty 

years later in the Futurama episode Jurassic Bark, where Fry believes he will be able 

to revive the pet dog he left behind in the 20th Century; this rouses jealousy on the 

part of Bender, a robot who has been his best friend up to this point. Clearly neither 

show believes technology will ever be able to supplant the fondness humans 

possess for animals. 

 
Contrasting Bender (Figure 12) with RUDI (Figure 13) underlines the differences in 

the attitude to technology between the two shows. While he does bear some general 

resemblance to some Jetsons characters like Rosie and her boyfriend Mac (Figure 

14), he is more extensively anthropomorphised, both in his design, and in his 

behaviour. This extends not only to his movements and mode of speech, but to his 

common indulgence in what are generally seen as vices, including smoking, 

gambling, narcissism, and excessive drinking. Bender develops on the rebellious 

archetype of Bart Simpsons, with all restrictions of societal or familial pressure to 
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conform and behave removed; though occasionally showing moments of remorse 

and growth, he generally operates as an example of Sigmund Freud’s concept of an 

id unrestrained by societal conditioning or demands, who “knows no judgements of 

value: no good and evil, no morality” (1933, p.107), and whom Co-Creator David X 

Cohen describes as “the most human character on the show” (2015), leaving the 

human characters the victim of an embodiment of their own vices that they made in 

their own image. 

 

 
  

Figure 12 from the episode 
Bender Should Not Be 
Allowed on TV 

Figure 13 from The Jetsons 
Meet the Flintstones 

Figure 14 from the 
episode Rosie's 
Boyfriend 

 
This reflects a general theme of the technology of Futurama, which frequently does 

not help humans, and has developed to often actively work against them; the 

episode Fear of a Bot Planet deals with a planet of extremist robots who have 

rebelled against humans and exterminate them on sight. More generally, technology 

seems to have alleviated few human problems or the need to work; in contrast to the 

button pushers of The Jetsons, and to the ease of travel envisioned in other science 

fiction such as,Star Trek (Figure 15) Fry and his companions are still engaged in 

manual labour, manually piloting (Figure 16) a delivery ship from planet to planet. As 

the 20th Century progressed, excitement over gadgetry was tempered with a sense 

of scepticism about technology, with the trope of gadgets failing and representing a 

questionable use of consumer’s money (Figure 17) being a consistent source of 
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humour; Futurama represents a kind of logical conclusion to this vein of humour. 

One of the characters, Professor Farnsworth, embodies this humour, as an inventor 

who makes a number of inventions that aren’t necessarily completely useless, but 

are essentially absurd, as reflected in the invention he admires the most, “the Fing-

Longener” (Figure 18), a prosthetic addendum which allows people to push buttons 

from a further distance. 

 
  

Figure 15, a transporter from the TV 
show Star Trek 

Figure 16 From the episode Space Pilot 
3000 
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Figure 17 A Garfield Comic Strip from 11th April 1982 showing increasing cynicism 
about technology in the late 20th Centruy 

 
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

Figure 18 Professor Farnsworth with the “Fing-Longener” from the episode Anthol-

ogy of Interest I  
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Society 

 
Upon watching an episode of the First Season of The Jetsons, the perhaps 

unconscious influences of the era upon the society envisioned by the show can 

become obvious quickly to the modern viewer. The show was made prior to the 

passing of the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1968 (Graham, 1990, p.276), at a time 

when only one state (Illinois) had formally decriminalised Homosexuality (Anderson, 

2006, p.63) and the book that is generally credited with starting second-wave 

feminism in the, The Feminine Mystique by Betty Frieden, would not be published 

part way through the season (Epstein, 1988, p.190); accordingly the show effectively 

takes the perspective of the straight, white US male as a default. It is possible to 

counter this; there are episodes where Jane or Judy, rather than George, are the 

main protagonist. The episode most frequently accused of overt sexism, Jane’s 

Driving Lesson, was written by Joanne Lee, one of the first female writers of TV 

sitcoms (Rourke, 2003), and among the show’s designers and animators were Iwo 

Takamoto and Willie Ito (Takamoto, 2009, p.98), two of the first Asian-Americans to 

enjoy a successful career in the US animation industry. However, the role of women 

on screen is generally restricted to wives and mothers, and there is no ethnic 

diversity on screen. Additionally, while Rosie was voiced white actress Jean Vander 

Pyl, who modelled her performance on another white actress, Shirley Booth in the 

contemporary sitcom Hazel (MeTV, 2021), her design and personality somewhat 

calls to mind the “Mammy-Two Shoes” character from Hanna-Barbera’s Tom & Jerry 

shorts (Figures 19-20), a maid character that drew on tropes for African American 

characters familiar to audiences of the era from films like Gone With the Wind, but 

who proved controversial even at the time, with complaints from the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1949, eventually 
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leading to the retirement of the character in 1952 (Lehman 2007, ii, p.152). Given 

The Jetsons aired at a time when up to 90% of African American women in some 

areas of the US worked as domestic servants (2012, p.20), this could give an almost 

certainly unintentional but unfortunate implication of a section of America having 

been replaced by robots.  

 
 

Figure 19 A publicity still of Rosie the 
Robot 

Figure 20 from the Tom & Jerry Cartoon 
Nit-Witty Kitty 

 

 

Some development is evident in the episodes produced in the 1980s; Jane gets 

involved with organising Charity drives, and Judy gets a series of Part-Time jobs in 9 

to 5 to 9. Unlike in the 60s Seasons, African Americans are also occasionally 

represented on screen, though only as extras or, as in The Cosmic Courtship of 

George and Jane (Figure 21), as bit part players in somewhat stereotypical roles like 

aggressive bouncers. 
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Figure 21 

 

Beginning as it did during the Third Wave of Feminism (Baugman/Richards, 2000, 

p.77) long after the passing of the Civil Rights Acts, and being on air while the final 

US states decriminalised homosexuality (Anderson, 2006, p.63), it would be 

expected that things would have significantly changed by the time Futurama aired. 

However, concurrently with the debut of its second season in the Autumn of 1999, 

the then president of the NAACP called Television “the most segregated industry in 

America”, noting that none of the new series launched that year had a minority 

performer in a leading role (Braxton, 1999). In that regard, Futurama was no 

exception, and in recent years it has been criticised for continuing to propagate the 

straight white male perspective as the focus of so much US entertainment (Mufson, 

2015). Still, Futurama does represent a notable shift in dynamics from The Jetsons 

(Figures 22-23), with its family unit that eschews traditional blood relations (barring 

the unconventional connection between the 180-year old Farnsworth and the 25 year 

old Fry) in favour of a non-traditional family unit consisting of two white males, a 

Jamaican man, an Asian woman, a robot, a female mutant and an alien, all 

portrayed as having strengths and areas of unique expertise, and all on occasion 

being the main focus of individual episodes. Futurama can be seen as an early part 

of a wave of US fiction, like the Fast and Furious films (Mahdawi, 2019) which has 
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extolled the values of staying loyal to a “chosen family”; with changing values 

contributing to a diminished prominence of the “traditional” family unit in America, 

reflected by divorces in the US increasing from 368,000 in 1958 to 1,145,245 in 1999 

(Olito, 2019), US entertainment has increasingly realised the value and relatability in 

exploring bonds outside of the standard heteronormative American “nuclear” family 

or romantic relationships. 

  
Figure 22 Figure 23 

 

Futurama also reflects other concerns that became more common in the interim 

since The Jetsons’ tenure, with environmental concerns being a fairly prominent 

theme, most notably the episode Crimes of the Hot suggests earth has to be 

manually cooled down with a giant ice cube (Figure 24). Though clearly a humorous 

and light-hearted take on the subject it was appreciated enough by some 

Environmentalists to be nominated for an Environmental Media Award, an award 

established in 1991 to encourage popular entertainment to recognise its “power to 

influence the awareness of millions of people” (Pike, 2012, p.177); a year prior 

Hanna-Barbera had released to cinemas The Jetsons: The Movie which focused on 

a species of alien creatures whose livelihood is threatened by Spacely Sprockets 

drilling their planet for resources (Figure 25). This was a significant contrast to the 

First Season of the show, which occasionally implied in passing that the Jetsons 

lived above the sky because the earth had been made uninhabitable for humans by 

pollution, presented in a humorous fashion; at the time of the bipartisan support for 
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the Clean Air Act of 1989, aimed at reducing US emissions of ozone-depleting 

substances among other environmental acts (Laporte, 2018), it seemed clear that 

was no future US citizens would be enamoured of. By the time of Futurama, 

environmental issues had come seen as more of a priority to Democrat voters than 

Republican voters (Sellers, 2017); a divide reflected by former Democrat Vice 

President Al Gore appearing as himself in Crimes of the Hot. 

 
 

 
Figure 24 

 
Figure 25 

 

Both The Jetsons and Futurama did provide their viewers with one clear cause of 

optimism; that their descendants will live longer lives than their ancestors did. In the 

1962 Jetsons episode Test Pilot, set in 2062, George is assured that his fine health 

should enable him to live to the age of 150. In the 1999 Futurama episode A Big 

Piece of Garbage, set in the year 3000, Professor Farnsworth is said to be 178, 

although he is taunted that he should make room for a younger generation, that 

generation said to be around 120 years of age. Life expectancy increased 

exponentially in the US in the 20th Century (Figure 26), and while scientists question 

the ability of humans to keep living beyond 122 years, with the population of over-

85s expected to rise (in comparison to 2010) by 351% by 2050 (Friedman, 2015) 
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The Jetsons and Futurama both provided somewhat fanciful portrayals of human 

lifespans that were nonetheless anchored in real scientific trends of their era. 

 

 

Figure 26- US life expectancy chart from 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1040079/life-expectancy-united-states-all-time/  

 

 

  

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1040079/life-expectancy-united-states-all-time/
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Conclusion 
 
Audiences first heard George O’Hanlon voice the character of George Jetson in 

1962, and they last heard him in 1990 with the release of the Jetsons movie; in that 

time much had changed in US Society, and The Jetsons made some strides, albeit 

limited, towards trying to reflect those changes. Futurama would start some nine 

years later and reflected more of those changes, some of which now also seem 

anchored in the mores and trends of its time, and others, such as its portrayal of a 

non-traditional family unit thriving in the future, perhaps resonate with us now more 

than ever. Where both present a future partially founded on critique and observation 

of certain elements of the societies that forged them, The Jetsons’ vision seems 

more routed in an uncritical excitement for technology that, despite the many 

elements which make it a relic of its era, help it continue to resonate as one of the 

definitive depictions of the future in popular fiction. Though we still have many years 

left until we reach the time of either show, there is much in both we would like to see 

come true, some that we hope does not come to pass, and some that we hope is 

already left in the past. All art is limited by the scope of the time in which it is 

produced, which means that no fictional depiction of the future will ever be entirely 

accurate, but if a future can retain the power to incite, like The Jetsons, or even to 

assure that there will be comforts in moments of bleakness, like Futurama, a fictional 

future can retain considerable worth even as it dates. 
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