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Sex, Drugs, Disasters, and the
Extinction of Dinosaurs
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eculation may well be true; still, if it provides, in principle, no material
for affirmation or rejection, we can make nothing of it. It must simply stand
forever as an intriguing idea. Useless speculation turns in on itself and leads
‘nowhere; good science, containing both seeds for its potential refutation
' and implications for more and different testable knowledge, reaches out.
' But, enough preaching. Let's move on to dinosaurs, and the three proposals

for their extinction.
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1. Sex: Testes function only in a narrow range of temperature. (Those
of mammals hang externally in a scrotal sac because internal body
temperatures are 100 high for their proper function.) A worldwide
rise in temperature at the close of the Cretaceous period caused the
testes of dinosaurs to stop functioning and led to their extinction by
sterilization of males.

2.. Drugs: Angiosperms (flowering plants) first evolved toward the end of
the dinosaurs’ reign. Many of these plants contain psychoactive agents,
avoided by mammals today as a result of their bitter taste. Dinosaurs
had neither means to taste the bitterness nor livers effective enough to
detoxify the substances. They died of massive overdoses.

3. Disasters: A large comet or asteroid struck the earth some 65 million
years ago, lofting a cloud of dust into the sky and blocking sunlight,
thereby suppressing photosynthesis and so drastically lowering world
temperatures that dinosaurs and hosts of other creatures became

extinct.

Before analyzing these three tantalizing statements, we must establish a
basic ground rule often violated in proposals for the dinosaurs’ demise. There
is no separate problem of the extinction of dinosaurs. Too often we divorce specific
events from their wider contexts and systems of cause and effect. The funda-

i inction is its ith the demise Of so man

other groups across a wide range of habitats, from terrestrial to marine.
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that burned so brightly a few years back may simply be that, while
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eir large size and relatively small surface area kept them warm.)

- Colbert, Cowles, and Bogert compared the warming rates of small and

alligators. As predicted, the small fellows heated up (and cooled down)
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(In a most unusual statement within a scientific paper,

Colbert and Bogert then explicitly disavowed this speculative extension of
their empirical work on alligators.) Cowles conceded that this excess heat

te the great beasts, but since
testes often function within a narrow range of temperature, he proposed
that this global rise might have sterilized all the males, causing extinction
by natural contraception.

The overdose theory has recently been supported by UCLA psychiatrist
Ronald K. Siegel. Siegel has gathered, he claims, more than 2,000 records of
animals who, when given access, administer various drugs to themselves—
from a mere swig of alcohol to massive doses of the big H. Elephants will
swill the equivalent of twenty beers at a time, but do not like alcohol in con-
centrations greater than 7 percent. In a silly bit of anthropocentric
speculation, Siegel states that “elephants drink, perhaps, to forget . . . the
anxiety produced by shrinking rangeland and the competition for food.”

Since fertile imaginations can apply almost any hot idea to the
extinction of dinosaurs, Siegel found a way. Flowering plants did not evolve
until late in the dinosaurs’ reign. These plants also produced an array of
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