
 

 

May 19, 2008 

 

 

 

Mrs. Benson and Mrs. Crowe’s English Classes 

Half  Hills High School 

375 Wolf  Hill Road 

Dix Hills, NY  11746 

Dear Half  Hills High Students:  

Thank you so much for your letters! It was wonderful to hear that you’d read Feed – and even more 

wonderful to hear your thoughtful responses to the book. I was incredibly impressed by the curiosity and 

intelligence brought to bear on the novel and the problems it discussed. You’re very kind to write and tell me 

your thoughts.  

I wanted to answer some of  the excellent questions you asked. First, several of  you asked whether I think 

that the technology discussed in the book will really come to pass. Yes, I do think that’s possible. Even since I 

wrote Feed, neurological experiments have been conducted in the U.S., the U.K., and Japan to see, for example, 

what brain activity looks like when people are shopping, and whether it can be stimulated; whether “thoughts” 

can in some way be read and conveyed digitally; and whether rats will respond to sense stimuli that are piped 

directly in through the nerves (like the virtual reality games that Marty and Link play, where they actually feel 

like they’re really fighting monsters).  

But the reality of  these technological innovations was not, in a sense, what I really cared about when I was 

writing the book. Rather, I wanted to use the feed as a way of  discussing how all of  us are at this point partially 

constructed by the media that surrounds and suffuses us. Our dreams of  what we want to be and how we want 

to look and how we should act are, of  course, not simply influenced by, but are often produced by images 

which we see in movies, on tv, in web ads, etc. And yet, those images are not produced simply with our 

entertainment – or even our benefit – in mind – but with advertising in mind. By creating longings in us, people 

sell to us.  

In one of  your letters, Jaclyn Frandolig asked whether I believe that there were any benefits in technology. 

The answer is yes, tremendous benefits! I can’t even imagine what our life would be like without our 

information systems, our instant communication, our modern medicine – and that’s just a start. For example, 

however much I may mock the use of  the net in the book, I use Project Gutenberg all the time to find books 

on-line, and it’s great to be up in rural Maine, get a hankering for some obscure music, and be able to find it on-

line at Amazon or iTunes. But of  course, there are drawbacks to all of  these things too – subtle in some cases, 

but powerful.  

My objections are not to technology itself, but to how humans sometimes use it. In particular, my wariness 

of  media culture arises from an awareness that so many of  our stories are being told by people who are trying 

to make a profit from us. That’s worth considering, in my opinion. How have these media channels become 

ingrained in the way that we understand ourselves? How are our hopes and dreams themselves stamped by the 

impress of  the corporate imagination, in the same way that the fats in our bodies, at this point, are laced with 
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industrial plastics that we have inhaled and ingested from the time we were in our mother’s wombs? We are 

partially constituted by these industries.  

That brings me to the lesions. Some of  you wanted to know what was up with them. (Jessica Southard, for 

example.) In the case of  the lesions, my goal was to make their source unclear. Though they’re clearly disgusting 

and destructive, everyone is too caught up in accessorizing them to really ask what is going wrong. There’s a lot 

that works that way in the modern world, I’d argue.  

I got the idea for the lesions one day while I was walking through the woods. I was looking at some birch 

trees, and thinking about their lenticels – the horizontal slices which appear on their bark – and I thought, 

“Wow, I’m really glad I don’t have horizontal slices all over my bark.” Then I started asking myself  who would 

want slices.  

Several of  you asked whether Titus evolved in the course of  the story. I do think that he finally saw a bit 

of  Violet’s point of  view before the end of  the book – but it was too little too late. Often times we make 

mistakes that can’t be withdrawn or corrected, and his treatment of  Violet as she faded is one of  those 

mistakes.  

Ryan Lisann (and several others) asked how I’d chosen the names of  the main characters. I chose “Titus” 

because it’s the name of  a not-unreasonable Roman Emperor. I wanted to give a sense of  wealth and privilege 

– but also suggest an Empire on the edge of  its decline. “Link,” as I reveal in the course of  the narrative, is 

short for “Lincoln.” “Loga” is a made-up name, an imagined feminine form of  the name of  my local airport 

(Logan Airport in Boston) and also of  the hero from an infamous garbagy sci-fiction movie of  the 1970s, 

Logan’s Run. As for Violet, I couldn’t put it any better than Elizabeth Holmquist did in her letter: “The name 

‘Violet,’ not only a color of  the rainbow, is a living, breathing, beautiful, naturally occurring flower …” I also 

liked it because it sounded old-fashioned, and Violet’s an old-fashioned girl.  

Tatiana Rodriguez asked whether there was any religion in the world of  the book, or whether it was made 

obsolete by the feed. There is not much mention of  religion, and usually when it is mentioned, there is the 

implication that the feed has tried to take over the role of  God. For example, after the feed burbles along telling 

Titus about new products and trends, it soothes him to sleep by repeating, “All shall be well. And all shall be 

well. And all manner of  things shall be well.” This, in fact, is a quotation from a mediaeval book by a woman 

named Juliana of  Norwich. She had a vision in which God showed her the world and then said these words. In 

Feed, that divine presence is replaced by a corporate marketing presence, which also tries to know the sins and 

wishes of  its followers before they even know them themselves; an omnipresent, invisible intelligence which 

demands loyalty and seeks to answer silent prayer.  

Hayley Gadol asks why I chose a filet mignon farm. The answer is simple. I really like filet mignon.  

Here’s a kind of  strange coincidence: A friend of  mine, Matt Derby, wrote a sci-fi book which came out 

shortly after Feed, called Super Flat Times. In his book, meat is also grown without animals, in huge “meat 

towers.” The thing is, Matt is a vegetarian, so for him, this is a completely nightmare image. I, on the other 

hand, love a good steak, so even while I was trying to make my scene disgusting in some way, I couldn’t help 

but think it was a really good idea. I’d really like to visit a filet mignon farm, especially if  there was a hollandaise 

sauce lake nearby.  

Chad Davis asked how the 9/11 attacks changed the writing of  this book. As he pointed out, I wrote parts 

one and two of  the book in late August and early September of  2001. I decided to stop for a week or two at 

that point, and just around then came the terrifying day when the attacks were made on the World Trade Center 

and the Pentagon.  

You all – I’m sorry to say – have grown up in a world where everyone takes for granted the fact of  those 

events and what followed. It may be hard to understand how different things felt before and after the attacks. 

For several months afterward, I didn’t do any writing, because it felt to me that writing was a silly thing to do 
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when there was so much strife going on all around me. Eventually, I returned to the book. I didn’t change too 

much. I actually took out the word “terrorist” a couple of  times. (The man who blocks Titus and Violet’s feeds 

was originally referred to as a “terrorist” instead of  a “hacker.”) In the early version of  the first two sections, 

there was some kind of  battle going on in the Middle East, never really explained. I removed that, because I 

didn’t want people to think I was making any kind of  specific commentary about a situation which was rapidly 

changing every day.  

If  the events of  that day changed my approach to this book at all, they did so mainly by convincing me of  

the urgency of  convincing people that we cannot continue to be lulled and mollified by the reassurances around 

us. Both for our sakes and for the sake of  others in the world, we need to be aware of  what actually is going on. 

We need to understand how precarious our way of  life is, and what its true costs are. The systems upon which 

we rely are not failproof, and we might be horrified by what our casual wishes and desires necessitate.  

For example, I love filet mignon, as I write above. But am I prepared to accept that many steer carved up 

to make filet mignon live out their lives in caged stalls too small for them even to turn in a circle? I wear bargain 

clothing made in Bangladesh, Jordan, China, etc. – but am I prepared to accept that my jeans, my T’s, my sneaks 

are so cheap because they were made in conditions under which I would never consent to work myself, by 

people paid less in a year than I make in a couple of  weeks? We try to forget these unpleasant facts. Our 

current system emphasizes the moment of  consumption – but tries to conceal the processes both of  

production and disposal. We don’t want to think about where things come from or where they go. Because then 

we might realize the true cost of  how we live – and we want bargains. As several of  you wrote, we live in a 

society where we are used to instant gratification. That sounds fine, but nothing is free. We just keep hoping 

that we won’t have to be the ones who have to pay.  

MSNBC reports that at present, it takes the Earth about one year and three months to regenerate the 

resources humans consume in one year. That means that at this point, we are (as the financiers would say) 

eating into our capital. The human population has doubled since 1960 – but human consumption has tripled 

since then. There are many more of  us, and we’re demanding much more. This is simply not a sustainable 

situation. We will not be able to live in the way we’re living now.  

You all will be inheriting a difficult world. For this reason, it was particularly wonderful to receive your 

thoughtful letters. It gives me hope, to know that you are thinking about these things, so that you can perhaps 

rectify the problems that (I’m afraid) you’re going to be handed by those in earlier generations. In particular, the 

skills your teachers obviously are working with you on – questioning, criticizing, thinking about hard answers – 

these skills are exactly what we need most in the world right now. We need citizens who will not merely accept 

things as they are, but will say, “How can we do this better?”  

It is my hope that you will be those citizens.  

 

Sincerely,  

M. T. Anderson 
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