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The Corporatization of Mars 
 

Since I was very young, space travel has always captivated me. I remember watching 

2001: A Space Odyssey as a child with my father, sitting enthralled at Kubrick’s elegant, 

sprawling masterpiece. Since that day, space has been romanticized in my mind, and it seems to 

me that it has been similarly romanticized by the collective unconscious of America. We need 

only to look at recent blockbuster Interstellar to reaffirm our fascination with space travel; often 

the film harks back to romantic paintings of rough seas and ancient wrecks – larger than life 

shots that show humans dwarfed by natural phenomena, powerless against the unstoppable 

forces of gravity, time, and love. When we think of space we use the vocabulary of epic, 

however, the reality of space travel is often much grimmer than we would like to believe. Rather 

than expansive, I would imagine to an astronaut, space feels claustrophobic – current astronauts 

are placed in relative isolation for long periods of time, constantly working, hurtling at 

unimaginable speeds around the earth in a pressurized metal box with only a few small portholes 

to see outside. A recent tweet from Italian astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti is perhaps the best 

example of this contrast between our expectations and reality – she spent an entire 24-hour cycle 

cleaning and repairing the ISS space toilet. 

Romanticizing space may be benign in a fictional setting, but as our technology becomes 

more advanced and space travel becomes increasingly privatized and available to the public, it 

has the potential to become problematic. Recently, the Space Exploration Technologies 

Corporation, or SpaceX, has risen to the global spotlight. Founded in 2002 by 

genius/billionaire/possible Iron Man Elon Musk, SpaceX’s mission has been to reduce the cost of 

space transport and, more recently, to enable the colonization of Mars. This mission to place a 

man on Mars within ten to twenty years has created a kind of mini space race, as nations and 
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private organizations attempt to be the first to reach the red planet. Perhaps the strangest 

participant in this race (or the most exciting, depending on who you ask) is Mars One, a Dutch 

nonprofit that has put forth a plan to establish a colony on Mars by 2025, a full ten years before 

NASA’s scheduled Orion missions or any timetable set out by SpaceX.  

Although I am largely in favor of the eventual colonization of Mars, the Mars One project 

makes me apprehensive. The organization seems too loosely structured, their plan too “pipe-

dreamy”. However, they have seen reasonable support from people around the world. According 

to Mars One, 200,000 people “registered their interest”, and close to three thousand people 

actually submitted applications and paid the application fee. My worry is that these prospective 

colonists are basing their expectations of Mars on what they’ve seen in science fiction rather than 

science fact. The colonization of Mars will not be an easy process by any means, and it is not 

inconceivable that our initial efforts will be devastatingly unsuccessful.  

This was the area that I hoped to explore in my creative project: the dichotomy between a 

somewhat manufactured vision of Martian colonization and the unforgiving reality of life on the 

Martian surface. The increasing privatization of space exploration seemed to fit really well into 

this project, as we seem only a few years away from a time when space exploration has become 

commoditized and is marketed directly to consumers or potential colonists. These marketing 

materials might play on our notions of space as the final frontier, playing up our feverish desire 

to leave our mundane lives on earth behind. Colonists might be surprised when they discover that 

Mars is a much less friendly planet than the blue-green marble we call home, and the corporation 

in charge might be less than entirely prepared to handle mass immigration to Mars. 

I struggled with the format of the project for a while, because I was unsure as to how I 

could create this corporatized image of Martian colonization. Initially I thought I would write a 
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memoir from a colonist’s perspective, but I felt that it wouldn’t sufficiently display the rhetoric 

that SpaceCo was using to attract potential colonists. However, I also needed to have something 

that could cut through these manufactured images, giving us a glimpse of what life on Mars is 

really like. In the end, I settled on a collection of three artifacts, each of which shows a different 

aspect of SpaceCo and Mars. 

The first is an ad campaign run by SpaceCo to promote Martian colonization. I created a 

series of four images, all designed to play on the populace’s romanticized vision of space. The 

pictures I chose have a larger-than-life feel. Their colors are saturated, so that Mars is a radiant 

orange-red, casting its glow onto the darkness of space. All except for one are from space, and 

only a portion of the planet is visible, creating a sense of enormous scale and casting the struggle 

to colonize Mars in an epic light. In the one picture from Martian soil, I tried to use the harsh 

landscape in much the same way westerns do, an expanse of wild desert that longs to be explored 

and tamed. The text supplements the images and helps push prospective colonists to see 

themselves as the cutting edge of scientific advancement or leading the way for future human 

expansion. The text is always brief, a simple phrase or sentence, so as not do detract from the 

scale created by the images of Mars. The text, like mankind, seems dwarfed by the expanse of 

space and the red planet (a natural force), again playing with a romantic image of a small figure 

juxtaposed against the vast unknown. This ad campaign inspires a sense of exploration and 

wonder towards Mars, and SpaceCo hopes to play on man’s innate curiosity to attract colonists. 

The second artifact is a legal document, specifically a waiver and release of liability. I 

felt that signing this document would be a pivotal moment in the experience of any prospective 

colonist, it is the moment when the trip is finalized – once you’ve signed your name, there is no 

turning back. Additionally, this form might be the first time that the dangers of the trip have been 
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made completely explicit for prospective colonists. Reading some of the potential dangers would 

be eye opening to someone who has only seen SpaceCo’s advertisements, as it would instantly 

add the weight of reality to the fictionalized vision of Mars created in the marketing material. 

The document, like any legal document, is not easy to read, and it tries to hide the most 

important clauses – the actual description of risks – inside dense paragraphs of legalese. In this 

particular document however, it is impossible for SpaceCo to hide the truth if they want to avoid 

a lawsuit. This is one of the few SpaceCo materials that must be reasonably explicit, and 

therefore the waiver format can give us good insight into the dangers of living on Mars. In this 

document, we are also introduced to the ideas of Byron Bucks and the SpaceCo Gold Club, both 

extremely important to the ways in which SpaceCo keeps its hold over the colonists. By creating 

their own currency, SpaceCo can better control the distribution of wealth and resources. The 

Gold Club is a product of SpaceCo’s rush to get to Mars: lack of sufficient resources necessitates 

inequality, and being a corporation that values profits, SpaceCo puts a pay-to-play plan in place. 

We can see the inequality of this situation made very clear in the language of the contract, as 

those not in the Gold Club face slim odds of survival.  

The third and final artifact I created was a letter, received by a potential colonist when 

they learn their application has been accepted. This letter is written by Dr. Byron Brilliant, the 

co-founder, CEO, and chairman of SpaceCo, Inc. By now, Byron is over a hundred years old, 

artificially extending his life, so obviously the letter wasn’t written by him, but by a public 

relations department or marketing team. I wanted the tone of the letter to be congratulatory but 

also self-aggrandizing at times, glossing over negative aspects of the colonization process. The 

language Byron uses makes Mars seem like a rough but rewarding environment, when in truth 

the rewards come few and far between. Byron is reminiscent of conservatives who place the 
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blame of poverty on the impoverished – here the colonists forced to work in the mines are there 

because they “chose not” to purchase a Gold Club membership. My goal here was to portray 

Byron, and by extension the entire SpaceCo corporation, as putting their goals or financial gains 

before the needs of the colonists. I felt that the letter format would be a good way to show this, as 

it’s a direct address to the colonist from the “ruling party” as it were, and we can see hints of 

how SpaceCo management views the colonists.  

In our present day, I feel that there is a large gap between the way we imagine space 

travel and reality. While relatively harmless now, my worry is that as corporations begin to get 

involved in a space race they will be quick to seize upon these notions and use them to influence 

consumers. I also worry that these corporations will put the interests of the company before those 

of the colonists, attempting to colonize Mars quickly for the “stamp value” or publicity rather 

than taking a measured, cautious approach. These are the tensions that my project explores, by 

revealing a few ways in which a corporation could potentially interact with and manipulate 

colonists. 


