
Science Guy or 
modern-day Socrates?

If there is anyone as enigmatic 
and infl uential on Western thought 
as Socrates, it is Bill Nye. The com-
edy writer-turned-educational sci-
entist is a lot like the ancient Greek 
philosopher. Both are celebrated, 
innovative and unconventional. 
Just as one’s name is synonymous 
with the classics, the other’s will 
remain a staple in American class-
rooms for generations to come.

Nye, who earned a degree in 
mechanical engineering from Cor-

nell University in 1977, left his job 
with global aircraft manu-

facturer Boeing Co. 
to pursue a 

career 

as a standup comic. 
He transitioned from engineer 

to comedy writer and producer for 
Seattle-based hilarity show “Al-
most Live!” Out of this homespun 
sketch series--the “Science Guy” 
character was born.

“Steve Martin had suddenly 
become a big hit, and every town 
in America had a standup com-
edy club. After winning a [Steve 
Martin] look-alike contest, I start-
ed doing standup. The company I 
worked for at the time…well, I de-
cided it was never going to work, 
so I went on and tried to infl uence 
the future,” Nye said.

Nye became wildly popular 
when the educational television 
series, “Bill Nye the Science Guy,” 
hit PBS airwaves in September 
1993. It currently airs on select PBS 

stations for in-school use. Nye 
won seven Emmy Awards for 

performing, writing and pro-
ducing during the show’s 
fi ve-year run. He also wrote 
fi ve children’s books be-
tween fi lming.  

“Actor, author, sci-
entist, engineer, come-
dian, inventor … I’m fl at-
tered that all those titles 
placed in front of my 
name are even there. 
That’s most fl attering. 
The most important 
thing though, is [that] 
I’m an educator. I hope 
that somebody who 
watched “The Science 
Guy” show goes on to 

improve the quality of life of peo-
ple everywhere,” Nye said.

Improving the quality of hu-
man life is only part of Nye’s mis-
sion of fostering a scientifi cally 
literate populous. His idea of a 
perfect world is one in which hu-
mans raise the standard of living 
for women and can control climate 
change the way agriculture, farm-
ing and animal and plant repro-
duction are controlled.

“That’s a long way off , but I 
guarantee you the key to it will be 
science,” he said.

Speaking of keys, the avid bicy-
clist admits that he carries two car 
keys – one to a 2004 Toyota Prius 
and the other, a Nissan Leaf. Still, 
the one-time Cannonball 300 fi rst 
place champion rides one of his 
fi ve bikes up a 1000-foot vertical 
hill almost every day. 

Nye’s latest project involves 
launching a series of sundials that 
were devised for Mars mission 
landers, or MarsDials, in hopes 
of discovering life forms in outer 
space. His attitude towards the fu-
ture echoes one of Socrates’ most 
famous declarations, “I know one 
thing, that I know nothing.”

“Some people are very trou-
bled by not knowing everything. 
We all look for explanations for 
things in the world around [us], but 
a big part of science is accepting 
that as you learn more, you’re just 
going to fi nd out about more things 
you don’t know. That’s not unset-
tling. It’s actually very exciting.”
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