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The Zero and the Decimal System: The early appearance
of Zero:

Introduction:

Zero is one of the most fundamental concepts in
mathematics, yet its historical development is
fascinating. The invention and use of zero radically
changed how humans approached arithmetic, geometry,
and even the understanding of the universe.
The decimal system, which we use today, relies heavily on
the concept of zero. However, the appearance and usage
of zero in mathematics were not immediate. Its origins
are deeply rooted in ancient civilizations and cultures
that laid the foundation for modern numerical systems.
www.santoshdhamone.com Subject Teacher Santosh Dhamone 5
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The Zero and the Decimal System: The early appearance
of Zero:

The Concept of Zero in Ancient Civilizations:

Zero, as a concept, is believed to have emerged
independently in multiple ancient civilizations, but it took
a long time for it to be fully recognized and integrated
into mathematical systems. Let’s review the earliest
appearances of zero:
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The Zero and the Decimal System: The early appearance
of Zero:

The Concept of Zero in Ancient Civilizations:

1.Mesopotamia (Babylonians): The Babylonians,
around 3000 BCE, had a place-value system but did not
use a symbol for zero. Instead, they used a space to
denote the absence of a value in a particular place (e.g.,
in 60-based counting systems). However, they did not
have the concept of zero as a number or an independent
entity.
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The Zero and the Decimal System: The early appearance
of Zero:

The Concept of Zero in Ancient Civilizations:

2.Ancient Egypt: The ancient Egyptians had a numeral
system based on hieroglyphs, where they used symbols to
represent quantities, but they didn’t have a dedicated
symbol for zero. They used counting methods that
involved adding quantities, but no specific place-value
system was in place.
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The Zero and the Decimal System: The early appearance
of Zero:

The Concept of Zero in Ancient Civilizations:

3.Ancient Greece: The Greeks did not have a concept
of zero in their numeral system either. They used
alphabetic characters for numbers but never considered
zero as a number on its own. The concept of
nothingness or absence was recognized philosophically
but not mathematically.

www.santoshdhamone.com Subject Teacher Santosh Dhamone 9
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The Zero and the Decimal System: The early appearance
of Zero:

India: The Birth of Zero:

The earliest definitive appearance of zero as both a
concept and a numeral occurred in India. It was in India
that zero was fully realized as a placeholder in a
place-value system and as an independent number.

The Gupta Period (around 5th century CE)::

The first recorded use of zero as a numeral can be found
in the Bakhshali Manuscript (circa 3rd–4th century CE),
a mathematical treatise found in the Bakhshali village in
modern-day Pakistan.www.santoshdhamone.com Subject Teacher Santosh Dhamone 10
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The Gupta Period (around 5th century CE)::

By the 6th century CE, Indian mathematician Brahmagupta formally defined zero. He wrote about zero

in his work Brahmasphutasiddhanta (628 CE), where he described zero (called ”shunya”) and outlined

rules for arithmetic involving zero. He recognized zero as a distinct entity, providing its properties:

Zero added to any number equals the number itself
(e.g.,a + 0 = a).

Zero subtracted from any number equals the
number itself (e.g.,a0 = a).

The product of any number and zero is zero (e.g.,
a0 = 0).

Dividing a number by zero is undefined, but dividing
zero by a number is zero (e.g.,0a = 0).

This formalization of zero was groundbreaking, as it allowed for the development of more complex
arithmetic operations.www.santoshdhamone.com Subject Teacher Santosh Dhamone 11
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The Decimal System:

The decimal system (also known as the base-10 system)
was also developed in India and is one of the most
important contributions to mathematics.

The Concept of Place-Value: In a place-value
system, the position of a digit in a number
determines its value. For example, in the number
345, the 3 represents ”three hundreds”, the 4
represents ”four tens”, and the 5 represents ”five
ones”. The concept of zero as a placeholder allowed
this system to work efficiently, as it enabled the
representation of large numbers without needing
separate symbols for each power of 10.
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The Decimal System:

The decimal system (also known as the base-10 system)
was also developed in India and is one of the most
important contributions to mathematics.

The Role of Zero in the Decimal System: Zero
is used to signify the absence of a particular power
of 10 in the decimal system. For instance, the
number 102 is different from 120 due to the
presence of zero in the tens place. Without zero, it
would be impossible to distinguish between numbers
like 10 and 100.
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Transmission of Zero to the Islamic World and Europe:

After its development in India, the concept of zero and
the decimal system spread across the world.

Islamic Golden Age (8th–14th centuries):
Scholars in the Islamic world, such as Al-Khwarizmi,
translated Indian mathematical works into Arabic,
including Brahmagupta’s treatises. These
translations introduced the concepts of zero and the
decimal system to the Arab world. Al-Khwarizmi’s
work, in particular, had a profound influence on later
European mathematics.
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Transmission of Zero to the Islamic World and Europe:

Europe (12th–14th centuries): The decimal
system, along with zero, eventually made its way
into Europe through the translations of Arabic texts
into Latin. Fibonacci’s ”Liber Abaci” (1202) was a
key text in introducing the Hindu-Arabic numeral
system (including zero) to Europe. Fibonacci
demonstrated the advantages of the new system for
both trade and mathematical calculations, replacing
the cumbersome Roman numeral system.
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Mathematical Properties of Zero:

Zero possesses some important and unique mathematical
properties:

Identity Element: Zero is the additive identity in
arithmetic. This means that for any number
a + 0 = a.

Multiplicative Property: For any number
a × 0 = 0.

Undefined Division: Division by zero is undefined
in arithmetic. That is, a

0
has no meaning in the

realm of real numbers.

Zero as a Neutral Element: Zero does not affect the outcome of

addition but is a crucial element in operations like subtraction and multiplication.www.santoshdhamone.com Subject Teacher Santosh Dhamone 16
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Cultural and Philosophical Implications:

The introduction of zero also had significant
philosophical implications. In many ancient cultures,
the concept of ”nothing” was associated with the
void, emptiness, or even non-existence. Philosophers
and mathematicians in India, such as Brahmagupta,
grappled with the implications of ”nothingness” in
both mathematical and metaphysical terms.

In the Western world, zero was often met with
resistance, as it challenged existing philosophical
and theological beliefs about the nature of the
universe. The idea of ”nothing” was hard for many
to accept, and it was only after several centuries of
development that zero became fully accepted in the
mathematical community.
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Summary:

The history of zero is deeply intertwined with the
development of mathematics and culture. From ancient
civilizations like the Babylonians and Egyptians to the
formalization of zero in India, the concept evolved over
centuries. Its integration into the decimal system
revolutionized mathematics, leading to advancements in
science, technology, and engineering.
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Indian Mathematics

Key Points::

Zero was first used as a placeholder in the
Babylonian system but was not a fully realized
number.

India is credited with the development of zero as
both a concept and a numeral.

The decimal system, with zero as a fundamental
component, was also developed in India.

The spread of zero and the decimal system to the
Islamic world and later to Europe marked a major
turning point in mathematical history.
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