
An Obnoxious Boast  
by Don Mathias 
  
My obnoxious boast – for today - concerns my noticing an error in Stephen Hawking (ed) 
“On the Shoulders of Giants” (2002) where Einstein's paper “On the Electrodynamics of 
Moving Bodies” is reproduced. The error is not Hawking's, necessarily, as he could be 
expected to be able to rely on the previously-published version of Einstein’s paper which is 
reproduced in this book.  
 
There are several small errors which precede the big one: the right side of an equation – 
the first in section 4 of the paper - is omitted; it should read R2. There are also a couple of 
square root signs that don’t extend far enough.  
  
Then – and this is the source of my smugness - on the topic of how much moving clocks 
differ from stationary clocks, it is said (p 1177 of both hardcover and paperback editions) 
that the former lose time by one half multiplied by vc2 seconds per second. As anyone can 
see, that is a very large number, and is obviously wrong.  
 
The fraction should be (including the half fraction), numerator: v2, denominator 2c2. That 
makes more sense, as the huge denominator makes the fractional change in time very 
small indeed.  
 
This is not a simple typographer’s slip, as the same error appears in a variation of the 
same expression in two places on the same page; these times it is one half of tv2c2 when it 
should be one half tv2 over c2. 
  

You can check this by comparing your copy of “On the Shoulders of Giants” (or this page 
of it – I have circled the critical bits) with an online copy of Einstein’s paper, for example 
this one.  
 
It seems that Hawking has reproduced the 1952 Grover edition of the paper, whereas 
other copies are of the original English translation, published by Methuen in 1923. If so, 
and if Einstein saw the Grover edition, he may not have noticed the error. More likely, 
however (I have not seen the Grover edition) is that the errors crept in when that edition 
was transcribed for Hawking’s book.  
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