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The last issue of The Skeptic had two 
investigative articles by veteran skeptics 

Barry Williams and Ian Bryce. I think that they 
embody two key skeptical principles. Often, 
the principles manifest themselves as questions 
to ask. The wrong question may show a lack of 
understanding of the principles.

Now, virtually all skeptics believe that 
paranormal beliefs must be supported by 
evidence before they can be believed. That in 
turn involves two abilities. One is the ability to 
ask tough questions about evidence, often where 
questions are unwelcome. The other is the ability 
to see what the key questions are. As we shall 
see, if you ask the wrong question, you can find 
yourself in terrible trouble.

Barry and the devil’s number
Let’s start with the example of Barry Williams. 
He takes us on a tour of his fascination with 
cricket, but the goal of the article is impeccably 
skeptical. Barry wants to investigate claims 
that the ‘devil’s number’ 87 is somehow bad 
for batsmen. And with statistics he shows that 
batsmen who have scored 87, historically, are less 
likely to get out than batsmen on other, similar 
scores. 

However, Barry goes further, and demonstrates 
that the erroneous ideas about the number 87 
stemmed from a perfectly human error by the 
great cricketer Keith Miller. Let’s note, though, 
that the first question was absolutely crucial. 
Imagine the mess Barry could have got into if 
his question had been “Gosh, why is 87 such 

an ominous number for batsmen?” This 
could have led into the trackless wastes 
of numerology, and been the most 

terrible waste of time.
I don’t know how Barry thought 

about the matter, but there is a 
powerful principle which indicates 
that his question was the right 

one to ask. That principle is the 
burden of proof. This states that 

when someone makes an amazing 
claim, the burden is upon them to prove 

it, or at least produce plausible evidence. Barry 
showed that there was no evidence supporting 

the proposition. 
At this point, an uneasy thought might occur 

to you. What if things had gone differently? What 
if Barry had found that in fact batsmen were more 
likely to get out on 87 than on similar scores such 
as 86 or 88? My guess is that, as a skeptic, Barry 
would have wondered if there were any natural 
explanations for the phenomenon. 

Ian and cold fusion
This was the situation which faced Ian Bryce. 
Italian inventor Andrea Rossi claimed to have 
invented a device which used cold fusion. Ian 
couldn’t question the evidence, because it existed 
in copious quantities. The amount of energy, 
in the form of steam produced by the device, 
appeared to be far greater than the electrical 
energy the thing consumed. What was more, 
the process had been monitored by competent 
physicists, one of them a distinguished skeptic. 

As Ian says in the article, Ockham’s (or 
Occam’s) Razor was the appropriate tool. That 
is, could a more economical explanation be 
produced for the apparent surplus of energy? 
It took a good deal of work, and specialised 
knowledge, before Ian came up with an 
alternative theory. In essence, he proposed that 
additional energy was being accessed through 
the third, green-and-yellow earth wire, which 
is installed for safety purposes. Apparently this 
wire could easily supply all the energy needed, 
if the device were internally wired to make this 
possible. Through Occam’s Razor, if a natural 
explanation exists, it must be preferred to a 
supernatural one, and Ian had produced a natural 
explanation. 

Has Ian demonstrated conclusively that his 
explanation is correct? No, he can’t, because he 
cannot gain access to the device for a really good 
look. However, when a natural and a very weird 
explanation appear for the same phenomenon, 
we are perfectly entitled, under Occam’s Razor, to 
prefer the simpler one. 

Note that Ian could have headed in a very 
wrong direction if he had asked the wrong 
question. For example, in pro-paranormal 
magazines the question is asked “Why is science 
so closed-minded toward amazing discoveries 
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like this?” Then dark speculations about energy 
companies or Big Pharma may follow. Ian didn’t 
do this, and stayed on track to solve the mystery.

Ian could also have gone wrong 
if he had closed his mind to the 
apparent evidence. That is, if he had 
said something like “It’s completely 
impossible for energy to be created 
in this way, so I am going to ignore 
it.” That is acting exactly like the 
closed-minded scientists beloved of 
paranormalists, and Ian didn’t do that.

Following Barry’s and Ian’s 
investigations is easy and entertaining. It 
almost gives the impression that this sort 

of thinking is simple and obvious. It isn’t. Cricket 
commentators – some of them very smart people 
– have commented on batsmen being on the 
‘devil’s number’ when they have a score of 87. 
Highly qualified physicists did not see the flaw in 
Rossi’s apparatus which Ian deduced. And if you 
go wrong, if you ask the wrong question, you can 
end up with some very silly answers. 

Are there any other questions skeptics should 
ask? There may be many more, but one stands 
out in my mind. When the late Carl Sagan was 
investigating UFOs, he would often be presented 
with something purporting to be evidence. His 
reply was that “extraordinary claims require 
extraordinary evidence”. So, when a skeptic is 
faced with evidence for a paranormal claim, it 
is perfectly reasonable to ask if the evidence is 
sufficient to support such a claim. This is Sagan’s 
Balance, a key principle.

Bin Laden’s man in London
Can we find examples of people asking the wrong 
question? Very easily, they are all around us. 
Here is one. It concerns the controversial British 
resident Islamist, Omar Bakri. According to Jon 
Ronson, Bakri “has often referred to himself 
as Osama Bin Laden’s man in London. He 
has claimed to have sent as many as 700 of his 
British followers abroad to Jihad training camps, 
including Bin Laden’s in Afghanistan.” (Ronson 
2002: xiii) 

One question which Bakri posed publicly on 
a website was “As America declares war on 1.5 
billion Muslims worldwide, what is your duty?” 
(Ronson 2002: xiii) For several reasons, this 
seems to be an inappropriate question.

Of course, there was a reaction to Bakri’s 
activities. Legal mechanisms began to operate 
which would inevitably lead to his deportation. 
He was very distressed by this and, in a 

conversation with Ronson, asked “Why are 
people linking me with Bin Laden? I do not 
know the man. I have never met him. Why 
do people say I am Bin Laden’s man in Great 
Britain?”

“Because you have been calling yourself Bin 
Laden’s man in Great Britain for years,” Ronson 
said. (Ronson 2002:xiv)

Bakri had no very clear answer to that, not 
surprisingly. Eventually, he went to Lebanon 
and was not allowed to re-enter the UK. His 
daughter, one gathers from some reports, is now 
a pole-dancer in Britain.

In a very real sense, Bakri asked the wrong 
question. He could have asked whether America 
had actually declared war on 1.5 billion Muslims, 
given that President George W. Bush explicitly 
said that he was fighting terror, not Islam. What 
was the evidence that the United States was, 
for example, attacking Muslims in Indonesia 
or Malaysia? Of course, he was driven by his 
own system of beliefs, which seems to have 
condemned him to destructive hatred and 
pointless posturing.

It seems clear Bakri had not thought very 
much about exactly what he was doing, or why. 
After all, from one viewpoint, he was highly 
privileged. Muslims generally are having a hard 
time of it worldwide, yet Bakri was ensconced in 
a tolerant democratic society, with possibilities 
for affecting the course of events. He could have 
worked at ensuring that Muslims were better 
understood. Instead, he seems to have made 
matters worse.

Bakri is an extreme case, but it does illustrate 
how questioning one’s own beliefs, and seeking 
the evidence, is important to people everywhere, 
as well as to skeptics. Within our own area, 
Williams and Bryce have shown clearly how a 
willingness to ask the right questions, allied with 
the ability to investigate the evidence, can lead to 
valuable results. So, bouquets to them both. And 
a razzberry to Bakri, wherever he is.

Martin  Bridgstock
Griffith Uni, QLD
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