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The Ty Smith STA dinner at the 2011 ASA Annual Meeting in Chicago was delicious and stimulating.  On Sunday evening, over sixty STA members and guests gathered at Riva Crabhouse on Chicago’s Navy Pier.  Friends reunited and newcomers were welcomed while enjoying cocktails and views of the city skyline and Lake Michigan. Following a wonderful seafood dinner, our guest speaker, Dr. Stuart Hameroff, delivered a provocative talk on the nature and mechanisms of consciousness.

The annual dinner is held to honor N. Ty Smith, Professor Emeritus at the University of California in San Diego, a founding member of the Society for Technology in Anesthesia, and its President for the first 5 years.  Ty is well known for his research in cardiac physiology, mathematical modeling, and computer simulation in anesthesia.  He was a mentor to many of us in the STA and we always look forward to seeing him with his wife, Penelope, at Society meetings and functions.  We were sad that he was not able to attend this year’s dinner. 


This year, the STA was fortunate to have Dr. Stu Hameroff as a speaker.  Dr. Hameroff is a professor emeritus at the University of Arizona who has been featured in the movie What the Bleep to we Know, and the television series Through the Wormhole with Morgan Freeman.  He began his lecture by tracing mankind’s notions about the nature of consciousness throughout history.  He then discussed why general anesthesia is a good test bed to study mechanisms of consciousness, since anesthesia erases consciousness fairly selectively, sparing non-conscious brain activities.  Dr. Hameroff pointed out that anesthetics act by weak van der Waals forces in hydrophobic sites, as evidenced by the Meyer-Overton theory.  He then presented his Orch OR theory of consciousness, which he formulated in 1995 with physicist Roger Penrose.  This intriguing theory proposes that intracellular microtubules, the major component of the neuronal cytoskeleton, are the locus of consciousness.  It accounts for the apparent conscious behavior of lower life forms, such as worms, and even single-cell organisms.  The Penrose-Hameroff Orch OR theory proposes that quantum states in microtubule hydrophobic electron clouds provide the enormous processing power required for consciousness, which cannot be accomplished now by even our most advanced computing machines.  Dr. Hameroff presented experimental evidence for this theory, including some of his most recent work that models how halothane binds to hydrophobic grooves in the tubulin molecule. Toward the end of the lecture he reviewed some new reports where a burst of coherent EEG activity was observed in patients just prior to their death.  He challenged the audience to consider whether this could be a recording of the “white light” that has been reported after near-death experiences.


For more information on these topics, and to download the slides from this lecture, visit www.quantumconsiousness.org.
