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Reading 
 

 
Around 1300, Chinese mathematician Chu Shi-Ku gave the "rule of sign". 
 
Indian mathematicians also used negative numbers long before Western civilizations. An 
ancient manuscript from 200 BC shows that they used to use the + sign that we now associate 
with addition and positive numbers, to denote a negative number. Although negative numbers 
were used in calculations, negative answers to mathematical problems were usually 
considered meaningless and were discarded. 
 
The ancient Greeks also dismissed any solutions to equations that came out negative. They 
called them "absurd" and "impossible" and completely ignored them. They couldn't see how a 
negative answer could be meaningful, because it was not possible to have a quantity that was 
less than nothing. This opinion was passed down to later mathematicians in Europe for more 
than a thousand years, so very little progress in negative number arithmetic was made for a 
long time. 
 
Can you think of something in the real world where you can have a negative quantity that 
actually means something? Today we are quite familiar with the idea of somebody being in 
debt and therefore having a negative amount of money. 
 
Some mathematicians in the 17th century discovered that negative numbers did have their 
uses. Since then mathematicians and scientists have found all sorts of uses for negative 
numbers. We now recognize that in many cases a negative answer can be a real, meaningful 
solution and can be thought of in terms of direction. For instance, if I wanted to calculate how 
many steps forward Robert has taken, and the answer is -5, then it means he has taken 5 steps 
backwards. The first person to recognize the link between negative numbers and direction was 
John Wallis, a mathematician in the 17th century. He was the first to come up with the idea of 
a number line as a geometrical representation of the number system.  
 

BRIEF HISTORY OF NEGATIVE NUMBERS 
 
Nowadays we use negative numbers in many contexts and they seem perfectly natural to us, 
but negative numbers have only recently become accepted as part of the system of numbers. 
Mathematicians in most cultures had no understanding of what a negative number could 
mean.  
 
Among the earliest people to use negative numbers in calculations were the ancient Chinese. 
They used counting rods to perform calculations, with red rods for positive numbers and black 
rods for negative numbers. The example below shows some Chinese numerals represented by 
rods, and the diagram on the right shows which numbers these symbols represent.  

 


