
The Martian: Wonder in the Age of Utility 

Ridley Scott’s The Martian follows astronaut Mark Watney after he is stranded on Mars, 
assumed dead. In a series of near-death disasters he “science[s] the shit” out of his situation, 
surviving long enough for NASA (also sciencing the shit out of everything) to send rescue. 

As the latest entry into the apparently new genre of leaving Matt Damon stranded in space, it is 
difficult to avoid comparing it to Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar. Among the almost universal 
approval for the new film, some critics have noted that while The Martian is more scientifically 
credible it falls sort of the awe inspired by Interstellar.  

Interstellar captivates as an epic playing on the fears surrounding climate change, responding 
with a triumphant push into space rather than quiet Earthbound survival (or not). Coupled with 
the beautiful images of space standing in contrast with the increasing desolation of Earth’s post 
apocalyptic corn fields, it overwhelms with the visual sublimity of space travel.  

Yet part of Interstellar’s force comes from its rationale: save planet Earth and the human species 
from slow death among the corn via an unprecedented scientific effort. Despite the more 
fantastic narrative, it carries a utilitarian legibility that The Martian lacks. The space program of 
Interstellar has an explicit, and dire, mission that motivates the film while The Martian has 
virtually no backstory and no reason for the mission to Mars in the first place other than the 
implicit ‘because we can.’ And while saving Watney might be a reason once the astronaut is 
stranded, it isn’t a particularly practical one. One can’t help but wonder if we really would 
support the huge monetary expenditures and endangerment of additional lives to save one man 
who knew the risks going in. 

The absence of a practical rationale means there is no utility narrative getting in the way of the 
awe at space and humankind’s place in it. The Martian is getting back to the early days of 
science fiction that often reveled in the possibilities offered by human invention, scientific and 
fictional, for its own sake. Curiosity and wonder provided sufficient justification and didn’t 
always have to be in service to a military industrial complex or evading the apocalypse. Utopian 
dreams, certainly, but not ones devoid of value. 

This indulgence of curiosity and wonder is further reinforced by the film’s stubborn cheerfulness. 
Through Watney’s upbeat goofiness and the incongruous backdrop of disco, The Martian revels 
in a kind of optimism not seen in most recent science fiction blockbusters, including several of 
Scott’s own. The characters are all likable or at least inoffensive. There is no villain, no violence. 
Nobody dies. There is almost nothing to detract from the childlike wonder at the universe and 
human ingenuity. It is a simpler awe, sure, but in avoiding both the utility narrative and the 



drama injected by the darker themes of science fiction that awe, wonder, and curiosity gets a 
moment to shine virtually without reservation. 

If the possibly near-future scenario of humans on Mars is absent of awe then probably the 
discovery of water on Mars is too. In an era where images of the vastness of space are loaded 
into Twitter feeds maybe we’re starting to lose the ability to feel wonder without throwing all the 
bells and whistles that science fiction can muster. Even if afterwards we need to go back to 
contemplating the consequences of the various death-rays of our own making, The Martian’s 
light hearted reminder that simple appreciation of the universe can be a powerful thing might be 
what we need to hear.


