When most people think about maths, the first thing that usually comes to mind is complex equations, algebra, pi and Pythagoras. However, we never stop to think about the thing that makes this all possible, a thing we see so often we take it for granted. Zero. Without 0, so many equations would be impossible. It’s the backbone of mathematics. We couldn’t live without it. But where did it come from? Why do we actually need it? What makes it so important? 
We see the number zero used everywhere, from drinks cans claiming to contain 0 calories to the temperature on a cold day. But it wasn’t always like that. It took hundreds of years before zero was even recognised as a number by some parts of the world. I find the fact that such a vital part of every day life for us now didn’t exist at some point mind boggling, and for that reason zero is perhaps my favourite number. But where did zero originate, where did it all begin?
Zero was first seen in Mesopotamia around 300 B.C. Then the Mayans invented it independently around 400 A.D. It was devised, also independently, in India mid-fifth century. The fact that it was invented three different times in three different locations around the globe really helps us understand the importance of 0. It’s so important in maths that people all around the world understood that we needed a symbol with a value of nothing and created one independently. After its invention, zero spread from India to China and Islamic countries around 300 years after it was invented in India. In the 12th century it reached western Europe. 
Despite how old 0 is and how many times the symbols of other numbers changed, zero has remained recognisable. It is usually written as a circle, which has multiple different meanings throughout different cultures, with it portraying meanings such as the circle of life, emptiness, the sun or moon and the void. The fact so many cultures represent zero with a shape similar to a circle is astounding and perhaps displays the importance of circles not only in a mathematical sense but in its importance to civilisation. The symbol for 0 changed slightly over time, but we can always recognise it because of its unique value and meaning. That leads us on to the next question, what exactly is the value of 0?

Zero puzzled mathematicians for a long amount of time. Is it odd or even? An even number is a number that when divided by 2 leaves an integer. 0 divided by 2 is 0. 0 does technically class as an integer, so it must be even. But how can nothing be even? And is 0 negative or positive? A positive number is any number greater than 0, and a negative is any number below 0. That makes zero the only number to be neither negative nor positive. That’s pretty amazing if you ask me. But is it actually even a real number? Despite some peoples claims that 0 can’t be a number because it isn’t experienced in nature, that doesn’t make it any less of a number. Just because we don’t count items starting at 0 doesn’t mean it isn’t a real number. We don’t start counting at -1, but that doesn’t mean that -1 isn’t a number. So we know about the number zero, but that doesn’t really answer the question of what the value of 0 is.
On it’s own, 0 has no value. It’s worth nothing. If you have £0, you have no money. However, 0 is so much more than just nothing. Without it, we would have no place value. Perhaps this wouldn’t be a huge problem if we were just in general conversation. We can just say ten, but if we were to write 10 without the 0, it would wreck havoc upon calculations. Without 0 to hold the value of numbers, written maths would be impossible.
But written calculations aren’t really that important, no-one actually NEEDS them, we don’t even really need zero, right? Wrong! Without 0, everything would be different. Without 0, you wouldn’t even be reading this. That’s right, I’m talking about binary code. We live in an age where technology is everywhere. Washing machines, televisions, clocks, they all run off zero. Binary code consists of 0 and 1, and is used to program more devices than I have space to name. So I guess 0 really is the backbone of our society then? Pretty much, yeah. So that raises the question of how we survived before zero.
Before 0 was used for place value, each number needed a different symbol. If you wanted to talk about 200,000 and there wasn’t already a symbol for it, you’d have to construct a new symbol and hope that other people understood the amount you meant. Perhaps you would explain it as two lots of 100,000. Before the use of 0, complex calculations weren’t really so commonly used and weren’t as important, so it was never really needed. You didn’t need to say you had 0 cows, you could just say that you didn’t own a cow.

Today we use zero to create calculations that people living in  1000 years ago wouldn’t have even been able to imagine. We use the number zero when we check the time. We use zero every morning when we test the temperature outside. We use zero when we look up the news on our phone. The number zero is so intertwined with our daily routine that we rarely take time to imagine life without it. Despite this, living without zero is something people have done for thousands of years. Perhaps the same way we can’t imagine life without zero, people in the past couldn’t imagine life with the number zero.
No matter how many properties of zero people disagree over, no-one can ignore its importance and relevance to every day life. Some would even consider zero the most important number, and it’s easy to see why. Zero not only a vital part of maths, but also a vital part of every day life.
