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Faster Than The Speed of Light – By João Magueijo

‘I have always felt that the most brilliant textbook ideas are best explained by their negatives. Forcing them to undergo cynical challenge, a counterpart to courtroom cross examination, brings them to life.’ (Page 9)

João Magueijo was born in Portugal. He studied at both Lisbon and Cambridge Universities, after which, he became a reader in theoretical physics at the Imperial College in London. He was honoured to become a Royal Society Research Fellow for three years.

This is Magueijo’s first book, in which he thoroughly explains the challenges he overcomes to notify people of his findings and beliefs. In this book he tries to disprove some of the most ‘set in stone’ theories there are, including Einstein’s Special and General Laws of Relativity, Newton’s Gravity Law, Hubble’s Law and Freidmann’s Constant.

Magueijo’s theory suggests what Einstein’s Law of Relativity relies on, is untrue.  He suggests that the Speed of Light in fact, is not constant. In all of Einstein’s famous equations…. E=mc2. E is the energy, m the mass, and c the speed of light, which is taken as 300,000kms-1.

He suggests that the speed of light is not actually constant, and that it varies with distance. Magueijo labels his theory ‘VSL’. He works closely with Einstein’s work.

An interesting description of his theory, including comparison with cows (?) is seen on page 24. ‘To answer this penetrating question, the farmer asks Cornelia, one of the brightest cows of the herd, to inform him of what she sees when running alongside the light rays (which are travelling at the speed of light).’


The general theory of the Big Bang is that it is expanding, and has been since ‘time begun’. Scientists have attempted to guess the age of the universe by using the idea that the speed of light is constant. In which case, using advanced telescopes; it is impossible to see any light or matter past 15 million light years away, which suggests that the universe is 15 million years old. But if the speed of light slows down further away, the universe could be 45 million years old!

Of course, Magueijo was met with predictably negative reactions. ‘In the following few months, whenever I told my idea to people around me, the reactions were similar. People would shake their heads, at best say, “Shut up and don’t be stupid,” at worst just be very British and say noncommittally, “Oh, I don’t know anything about that.”’
The writer is very good, in that he makes his writings accessible to someone with minimal Physics knowledge. Wherever necessary, he explains different theories to the maximum, to give the best understanding for the reader. After reading the book, I felt I had a better understanding of some of the most famous ideas in the world. 

He also compares different situations, to more imaginable circumstances. For example, the grenade compared to the Big Bang, on page 78. ‘If you look at the debris of an exploding grenade, you find that it, too satisfies Hubble’s Law. Hubble’s Law is the hallmark of any big explosion.’ (Hubble’s Law implies that at some point in time in the past, the whole universe was concentrated in a single point. It then appears that the entire universe was ejected from this point, in a huge universe-creating explosion).

Another comparison is that of travelling at the speed of light, and the life of an astronaut. ‘This means no matter the state of our technology, a round trip to the nearest star would take at least six years, as measured on earth. For the astronauts, this could be just a fraction of a second, due to the time dilation effect. So at the end of the trip, there could be a six year mismatch between the age of the astronauts and the loved ones left behind. This could perhaps be cause for a few divorces; but nothing more serious, one would hope.’


‘In fact it is even possible to super cool water below minus 30 centigrade. The super cooled liquid is extremely unstable, and the tiniest nudge causes an explosion. For instance, the blood of hibernating arctic squirrels may super cool to minus 3 centigrade, when it would normally congeal. The blood still flows, since it remains a liquid, but the slightest disturbance will cause it to freeze, killing the squirrel; therefore you should not disturb hibernating arctic squirrels.’


Magueijo writes a lot about his friends and colleagues. He writes about how some of them believe in him, but on the whole, do not support his theories.


Magueijo is clever in that his book has an unfinished ending. He is still unaware whether his findings are logical, or plain stupid. He could oneday be either unemployed, or a famous scientist up with the likes of Einstein, Hubble, Newton and Copernicus. 


It is also clever how he manages to make his beliefs convincing. I found myself trusting his knowledge and saying to myself, ‘What if that actually is true?’ he makes you question the theories of other scientists that along the years have been set in stone. He is one of the first to try and break the textbook idea of theories.


I recommend this book to anyone who has the basic knowledge of physics, and who is open to hearing new and unproven ideas. The book will definitely make you re-think what you have been taught countless times. After all, can we really trust that the teachers are telling the truth?

