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INTRODUCTION:
THE DAWN OF THE
BIONIC AGE

In  the  mid-1970s,
television  audiences
were  introduced  to  a
phenomenon  that
would  forever  change
t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f
science fiction and pop
c u l t u r e .  The  S ix
Million  Dollar  Man
a n d  T h e  B i o n i c
Woman  emerged  as
twin  pillars  of  a  new
k i n d  o f
storytelling—one  that

combined cutting-edge
technology with deeply
human  drama.  These
shows  captured  the
imagination of millions,
presenting  a  world
where ordinary people
could  be  rebuilt  into
extraordinary  heroes
through the miracle of
bionics.  More  than
mere  entertainment,
they  reflected  the
a n x i e t i e s  a n d
a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  a
generation  grappling
w i t h  r a p i d
technological  change,
the legacy of the space
race,  and  questions
about what it means to
b e  h u m a n  i n  a n
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i n c r e a s i n g l y
mechanized world.
The saga began with a
simple  but  compelling
premise:  astronaut
Steve  Austin,  critically
injured  in  a  test  flight,
is  rebuilt  with  bionic
implants that grant him
superhuman  strength,
speed, and vision. The
government,  having
invested  six  million
d o l l a r s  i n  h i s
r e c o n s t r u c t i o n ,
emp loys  h im  as  a
secret  agent.  Soon
after, tennis pro Jaime
Sommers,  Austin's
former  love,  receives
s i m i l a r  b i o n i c
enhancements  after  a
skydiving  accident,
launching  her  own
series. Together, these
two characters formed
a  cultural  juggernaut
that  cont inues  to
resonate decades later.

THE ORIGINS OF A

TELEVISION
REVOLUTION

From
Novel to
Small
Screen
The  roots  of  The Six
Million  Dollar  Man
a n d  T h e  B i o n i c
Woman  l ie  not  in  a
television  executive's
office, but in the pages
of  a  novel .  Author
Martin  Caidin's  1972
b o o k  C y b o r g
i n t r o d u c e d  t h e
character  of  Steve
Austin,  a  damaged
astronaut  rebuilt  with
advanced  technology.
The  novel  was  darker
and more cynical than
t h e  t e l e v i s i o n
adaptat ion  wou ld
become,  exploring
themes of identity loss
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a n d  g o v e r n m e n t
m a n i p u l a t i o n .
H o w e v e r ,  w h e n
p r o d u c e r  H a r v e
Bennett  brought  the
concept to ABC, he saw
the  potential  for  a
m o r e  o p t i m i s t i c ,
action-oriented series.
The  property  first
a p p e a r e d  a s  a
television movie trilogy
in  1973,  starring  Lee
Majors as Steve Austin.
These films—The Moon
and the Desert,  Wine,
Women and War,  and
T h e  S o l i d  G o l d
Kidnapping—tested the
waters  and  found  a
receptive  audience.
The  response  was  so
s t r o n g  t h a t  A B C
ordered  a  full  series,
which  premiered  in
January  1974.  The
show quickly became a
ratings  powerhouse,
and  the  phrase  "We
c a n  r e b u i l d  h i m "
entered  the  cultural
lexicon.

The Birth
of Jaime
Sommers
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
significant
developments  in  the
franchise  came  with
the  introduction  of
J a i m e  S o m m e r s .
Originally conceived as
a  one-episode  love
interest  for  Steve
Austin,  played  by  the
ta len ted  L indsay
Wagner,  the character
resonated  so  deeply
with  viewers  that  her
tragic  death  in  the
episode  "The  Bionic
Woman"  sparked  an
unprecedented  outcry.
Letters  flooded  the
network,  demanding
h e r  r e t u r n .  T h e
producers listened, and
in  a  clever  narrative
t w i s t ,  J a i m e  w a s
revived and given her
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o w n  b i o n i c
enhancements.
The  spin-off  series  The
B i o n i c  W o m a n
premiered  in  1976,
m a k i n g  L i n d s a y
Wagner one of the first
female  action  heroes
on  te levis ion.  Her
portrayal  of  Ja ime
S o m m e r s  w a s
g roundbreak ing—a
strong,  independent
woman who could run
at superhuman speeds
and  crush  steel  with
her  bionic  arm,  yet
w h o  r e m a i n e d
compassionate  and
relatable.  The  show
proved that female-led
action  series  could
succeed,  paving  the
way for later programs
like  Wonder  Woman,
Alias,  and  Buffy  the
Vampire  Slayer.

THE CHARACTERS
THAT DEFINED A
GENERATION

Steve
Austin:
The
Reluctant
Hero
Lee  Majors  brought  a
u n i q u e  b l e n d  o f
t o u g h n e s s  a n d
vulnerability to the role
o f  C o l o n e l  S t e v e
Aust in.  Before  h is
accident, Austin was a
decorated  astronaut
and  A i r  Force  test
pilot—a  man  at  the
p e a k  o f  h u m a n
physical capability. The
crash that nearly killed
him  str ipped  away
everything  he  had
worked for, only to give
him back something far
greater,  and  far  more
compl icated .  The
b i o n i c
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enhancements—a  left
arm, both legs,  and a
right  eye—made  him
stronger  than  any
human,  but  they  also
made  him  feel  l ike
something  other  than
human.
Throughout the series,
Steve Austin struggled
with  this  duality.  He
was  a  government
operative,  often  sent
on dangerous missions,
but he was also a man
trying  to  maintain  his
h u m a n i t y .  H i s
r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,
particularly  with  Jaime
Sommers,  grounded
him  in  a  world  that
seemed  increasingly
o b s e s s e d  w i t h
technology.  The iconic
sound  effect  of  his
b i o n i c  l i m b s  i n
action—a  slow-motion
t h w u m p - t h w u m p -
thwump—became  one
o f  t h e  m o s t
recognizable  audio
cues  in  te lev is ion

history.

Jaime
Sommers
: The
Heart of
the
Franchise
L indsay  Wagner 's
Jaime  Sommers  was
m o r e  t h a n  j u s t  a
female  counterpart  to
Steve Austin;  she was
a  f u l l y  r e a l i z e d
character  in  her  own
right.  A  professional
tennis  player  before
h e r  b i o n i c
transformation,  Jaime
possessed a grace and
athleticism  that  made
her  bionic  abil it ies
seem natural.  Wagner
infused  the  character
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w i t h  w a r m t h  a n d
intelligence,  making
Jaime  accessible  to
audiences  who  might
have  been  put  off  by
t h e  m o r e  o v e r t l y
masculine action of the
original series.
J a i m e ' s  b i o n i c
enhancements  were
similar  to  Steve's,  but
the  show  emphasized
different aspects of her
abilities.  Her  healing
factor,  bionic  hearing,
and  enhanced  reflexes
were  often  used  in
ways  that  highlighted
her  resourcefulness
rather than raw power.
The  series  dealt  with
issues  of  identity,
independence, and the
challenges  of  being  a
woman  in  a  ma le -
d o m i n a t e d
organization.  Jaime
Sommers  became  a
r o l e  m o d e l  f o r
c o u n t l e s s  y o u n g
viewers,  proving  that
s t r e n g t h  a n d

compassion  were  not
mutually exclusive.

THE SCIENCE AND
TECHNOLOGY OF
BIONICS

A Vision
of the
Future
The concept of bionics,
as  portrayed  in  The
Six  Million  Dollar
Man and The Bionic
W o m a n ,  w a s  a
fascinat ing  mix  of
plausible  science  and
pure  fantasy.  The
series  popularized  the
term  "bionics,"  which
had been coined earlier
by military researchers
to  describe  the  study
of  biological  systems
f o r  e n g i n e e r i n g
purposes.  However,
the show's depiction of
b ion i c  l imbs  w i th
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s u p e r h u m a n
capabilities  was  far
ahead  of  its  time.
The bionic arm allowed
Steve to lift  enormous
weights  and  crush
metal.  The bionic legs
enabled him to run at
speeds  exceeding  60
miles  per  hour,  often
shown  in  the  show's
signature  slow-motion
sequences.  The  bionic
e y e  p r o v i d e d
telescopic and infrared
vision.  These  abilities,
w h i l e  c l e a r l y
speculative,  captured
t h e  p u b l i c ' s
i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d
s p a r k e d  g e n u i n e
interest  in  prosthetics
a n d  h u m a n
augmentation.

Real-
World

Impact
Interest ingly ,  the
f r a n c h i s e  h a d  a
tangible impact on the
field  of  biomedical
eng ineer ing .  The
show's  popular i ty
inspired  a  generation
o f  s c i en t i s t s  and
engineers  to  pursue
careers  in  prosthetics
and  rehabi l i tat ion
technology. The idea of
creating  functional,
lifelike  artificial  limbs
that  could  restore
m o b i l i t y  a n d
i n d e p e n d e n c e  t o
amputees  was  no
longer  just  science
fiction—it  became  a
concrete  goal.  Today,
advanced  prosthetics
controlled  by  neural
s igna ls ,  thought -
activated  limbs,  and
even  bionic  eyes  are
becoming  real i ty ,
e cho ing  t he  ve ry
technologies  dreamed
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u p  b y  t h e  s h o w ' s
creators.
O r g a n i z a t i o n s
dedicated  to  bionic
research,  such  as  the
Rehabilitation  Institute
o f  C h i c a g o ,  h a v e
acknowledged  the
cultural  influence  of
these shows in raising
awareness and funding
for  real-world  bionic
innovations.  While  we
may  not  yet  have  a
"s ix  mi l l ion  dol lar
man , "  the  cos t  o f
advanced  prosthetic
t e c h n o l o g y  h a s
decreased significantly,
and  the  capabilities
h a v e  i n c r e a s e d
exponential ly.

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND LEGACY

A

Franchise
That
Spanned
Media
The success of The Six
Million  Dollar  Man
a n d  T h e  B i o n i c
Woman  extended  far
beyond television. The
franchise  spawned  a
series of novels, comic
books,  action  figures,
and  even  a  Saturday
morning  cartoon.  The
action  figures,
produced  by  Kenner,
were among the most
popular toys of the era,
featuring  removable
"bionic"  panels  and
a c c e s s o r i e s  t h a t
sparked  countless
hours  of  imaginative
play.
Several  televis ion
movies  reunited  the
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characters  in  the  late
1980s  and  1990s ,
including The Return of
the  Six  Million  Dollar
Man  and  the  Bionic
Woman  and  Bionic
S h o w d o w n .  A
attempted  revival
series  in  the  2000s,
simply  titled  Bionic
Woman ,  f a i l ed  t o
capture  the  magic  of
t he  o r i g i na l .  The
franchise  also  saw  a
brief revival in the form
of  a  2007  television
movie  that  attempted
to  reboot  the  concept
for a new generation.

Influence
on Pop
Culture
The  phrase  "We  can
rebuild  him.  We  have
the technology. We can
make him better  than
h e  w a s .  B e t t e r ,

stronger,  faster"  has
been  parodied  and
referenced  countless
t i m e s  i n  m o v i e s ,
television  shows,  and
commercials. The slow-
motion  running  effect
has  been  spoofed  in
everything  from  The
Simpsons  to  Austin
Powers,  cementing  its
place in  the collective
cultural memory.
T h e  s h o w s  a l s o
influenced  the
development  of  later
science  fiction  and
superhero  narratives.
T h e  c o n c e p t  o f  a
human  enhanced  by
technology rather than
born  with  powers—a
" c y b o r g "  o r
" a u g m e n t e d
human"—became  a
staple  of  the  genre.
Characters  like  the
Terminator,  RoboCop,
and  the  Marvel  hero
Iron Man owe a debt to
Steve Austin and Jaime
Sommers.  The  bionic
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duo  helped  normalize
t h e  i d e a  t h a t
technology  could  be
u s e d  t o  h e a l  a n d
empower,  not  just
destroy.

THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF BIONIC
HEROES

Why We
Still Care
More  than  forty  years
after  the  shows  first
aired, The Six Million
Dollar Man and The
B i o n i c  W o m a n
continue to attract new
fans through streaming
platforms  and  retro
television  channels.
The appeal lies not just
in  the  nostalgia  for  a
simpler era, but in the
timeless themes of the
stories.  Both  shows
explored  the  ethical
implications  of  human
enhancement,  the

t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n
individual freedom and
government  control,
and  the  fundamental
question  of  what  it
means  to  be  human
when parts of you are
made  of  metal  and
wires.
I n  a n  a g e  w h e r e
technology  permeates
every  aspect  of  our
lives,  these  questions
feel more relevant than
ever.  We  now  carry
smartphones  that
a u g m e n t  o u r
m e m o r i e s ,  w e a r
devices  that  monitor
o u r  h e a l t h ,  a n d
consider  implants  that
could  enhance  our
senses.  The  bionic
heroes  of  the  1970s
were early explorers of
this territory, and their
journeys resonate with
audiences today.
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A Place in
Televisio

n History
B o t h  s h o w s  h a v e
earned  their  place  in
television  history.  The
Six  Million  Dollar  Man
ran  for  five  seasons
and  102  episodes,
w h i l e  T h e  B i o n i c
Woman  ran  for  three
s e a s o n s  a n d  5 8
e p i s o d e s .  T h e y
consistently  ranked
among  the  top-rated
programs of their time
a n d  w o n  s e v e r a l
awards,  inc luding
Emmy  Awards  f o r
L indsay  Wagner 's
o u t s t a n d i n g
performance.  The
shows  also  helped
launch  the  careers  of
numerous  guest  stars
and  crew  members
who  would  go  on  to
shape  the  television

industry.
T h e  f r a n c h i s e ' s
enduring  popularity
has  led  to  ongoing
discussions  about
potential  reboots  and
revivals,  though  none
have yet captured the
unique  chemistry  of
the  original.  Perhaps
the magic of  The Six
Million  Dollar  Man
a n d  T h e  B i o n i c
Woman  lies  in  their
specific  time  and
place—a moment when
technological optimism
was  balanced  with
humanist  concerns,
and  when  television
was  wil l ing  to  take
risks  on  bold,  original
concepts.

CONCLUSION: A
LASTING LEGACY

The  story  of  The Six
Million  Dollar  Man
a n d  T h e  B i o n i c
Woman  is  more  than
just  a  nostalgic  trip
back to the 1970s. It is



12

12 The Six Million Dollar Man And The
Bionic Woman

2024-09-14

a  testament  to  the
p o w e r  o f  g r e a t
storytelling, the appeal
o f  c o m p e l l i n g
characters,  and  the
human fascination with
pushing the boundaries
of  what  is  possible.
Steve Austin and Jaime
Sommers  showed  us
that  technology,  when
used with wisdom and
compassion,  can be a
force  for  good.  They
reminded  us  that  our
h u m a n i t y  i s  n o t
m e a s u r e d  b y  t h e
strength of our limbs or
t h e  a c u i t y  o f  o u r
senses,  but  by  the
courage  of  our  hearts
and  the  depth  of  our
connections to others.
As  we  cont inue  to
advance  in  fields  like
r o b o t i c s ,  n e u r a l
implants,  and  genetic
eng inee r i ng ,  t he
questions  raised  by
these  iconic  shows

become  increasingly
urgent. How far should
we  go  in  enhancing
ourselves?  What  are
the costs of becoming
more than human? And
what parts of us must
remain  irreplaceably
human? These are the
questions that The Six
Million  Dollar  Man
a n d  T h e  B i o n i c
Woman  dared to ask,
and they are questions
that  will  continue  to
inspire  and  challenge
us  for  generations  to
come.
In the end,  the bionic
d u o  t a u g h t  u s
something  profound:
tha t  the  g reates t
technology  is  not  the
one  that  makes  us
stronger or faster, but
the one that  helps us
become  more  ful ly
ourselves. And that is a
legacy that no amount
of time can diminish.


