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When Information Came of Age: 

Bobby Brady, Mini Me & The Endoscopic Ultrasound

Apparently, we are not the first generation to want information.  Apparently, a sort of existential Googling has been going on for centuries.   Apparently, people have always liked to know things.  Daniel Headrick’s When Information Came of Age, chronicles the development and uses of information technologies in the 18th and 19th centuries, primarily in Western cultures.  He discusses the history of how people have organized, transformed, displayed, stored, and communicated information, pointing out that the cultural change beginning around 1700 “manifested itself in an increasing interest in information of all sorts” (217).  Headrick states that these changes resulted in the information age that we are experiencing today.  What Headrick doesn’t discuss is Bobby Brady or Mini Me, nor does he discuss the endoscopic ultrasound, which is closely related with Bobby Brady and Mini Me, and which, combined, are all related to the current Information Age.  Loosely.

In a recent conversation with a gastroenterologist, I learned that the endoscopic ultrasound will be the most influential technological development in medicine over the next few years.  Basically, an endoscope is a thin, flexible tube with a small camera attached to it.  Ultrasound uses sound waves to create an image.  Instruments that combine these two technologies allow doctors – primarily gastroenterologists, which might explain this particular doctor’s enthusiasm – to see directly inside the body without surgery or radiation, and produce vivid images that allow for quicker and more accurate diagnoses of certain ailments than before.  Headrick describes that pictures come “naturally” to humans, and often have a distinct advantage over text and numbers (97-98), and essentially that people like seeing pictures.  Endoscopic ultrasound is one of the latest in a long line of technologies developed in our quest to reveal the secret lives of our bodies, maybe even the secrets of humanity, through pictures and also numerical data or code.  
The popularity of various radiological technologies and particularly the zeal for development of new ways to see inside ourselves has obvious practical benefits, such as finding and fixing internal boo boos.  But, it seems to be more than that.  Patients and doctors often want MRIs, CAT scans, PET scans, and ultrasounds when there are no particular symptoms.  They are a safety mechanism, a way to peek inside, and even produce artwork.  By digitizing and pixilating our flesh, we quantify ourselves.  We turn ourselves into information.  And, an image produced through endoscopic ultrasound or other imaging techniques looks nothing like the person we know.  Headrick says that in the Middle Ages and later, “understanding nature was often justified as a means of understanding God” (18), that numbers in the Age of Reason could be used to analyze “divine Providence” (60), and that in general, people often use data to quantify things that seem at the outset to be unquantifiable.  By turning humanity and God into data, we can map it, display it, and understand it.  We want these data images, which prove that we are more than we see.  

While the engaging but demanding When Information Came of Age rested on my lap Sunday evening, I watched a drunk, naked Mini Me urinate on a wall.  Mini Me from Austin Powers  (also known as Verne Troyer) and Bobby Brady, along with five other pop culture quasi-icons, star in The Surreal Life, a reality show featuring celebrities on their way down the ladder or already at the bottom.  Bobby Brady pointed out to Mini Me that he (Mini Me) was naked and that the whole thing was strange.  Mini Me agreed and passed out.  The show highlighted various levels of alcohol consumption and general desperate, tragic behavior.  I watched three contiguous episodes of this show, totaling 1.5 hours.  Afterwards, I watched two episodes of Strange Love, which follows a celebrity May-December romance that, frankly, is too bizarre for words.  Then came Celebrity Fit Club …  

Reality TV of course is not very real.  It offers extremely contrived situations and reveals seemingly little that could be used as practical, quantifiable information.  The popularity of reality TV has skyrocketed, and while everyone decries it, everyone watches it like they would watch a train wreck.  It’s possible that reality TV is the anti-quantification of humanity.  We have so much information and data about humanity that we need to see that humanity is not predictable nor is it ever average.  It can’t be mapped; it can’t be graphed.  The extremes of humanity – a midget touching the breast of a naked female model covered with raw fish laying on a table – allow us to believe that anything is possible, that God exists?  No, no.  That is going too far.  But, we have more than the “craving for ‘facts’ about society” that Headrick describes (85).  We want the aberrations, the drunk dwarfs, and the human sushi trays.  We want reality TV, which prove that we are more than we see.  
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