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UNDERSTANDING THE MATH
SYMBOL FOR GREATER THAN: A
COMPLETE GUIDE

The math symbol for greater than (>) is
one  of  the  most  fundamental  and
f requent ly  used  charac te rs  in
mathematics,  programming,  and
everyday  reasoning.  Whether  you  are
comparing  prices,  analyzing  data,  or
solving algebraic equations, this simple
yet  powerful  symbol  helps  us  express
inequality clearly and concisely. In this
article,  we will  explore  everything you
need  to  know about  the  greater  than
symbol, from its meaning and history to
its practical applications across various
fields.

What Does the
Greater Than
Symbol Mean?
At its core, the greater than symbol (>)
is  used to  compare two values.  When
placed  between  two  numbers  or
expressions, it  indicates that the value
on the left is larger than the value on the
right. For example, in the statement 7 >
3,  the  symbol  tells  us  that  seven  is
greater than three. The open end of the
symbol always faces the larger number,
while the pointed end faces the smaller
number.  This  visual  cue  helps  readers
quickly grasp which quantity is larger.

The  greater  than  symbol  is  part  of  a
family of  inequality signs that includes
the less than symbol (<), greater than or
equal to (≥), and less than or equal to
(≤). Understanding the math symbol for
greater  than  is  essential  for  anyone
working  with  numbers,  from  young
students  learning  basic  arithmetic  to
professionals  analyzing  complex  data
sets.

Historical Origins
of the Greater
Than Symbol
The greater than symbol as we know it
today  was  introduced  by  the  English
mathematician  Thomas  Harriot  in  his
work  Artis  Analyticae Praxis,  published
posthumously in 1631. Harriot used the
symbol to denote inequality in algebraic
contexts.  Interest ingly,  he  also
introduced the less than symbol at the
s a m e  t i m e .  B e f o r e  H a r r i o t ,
mathematicians used words like “major”
or  “minor”  or  sometimes  wrote  out
“greater than” in full. The adoption of a
symbolic  notation  greatly  simplified
mathematical  writing  and  allowed  for
faster,  more precise  communication  of
ideas.
Over  the  centuries,  the  greater  than
symbol  became  standardised  in
mathematics  textbooks  worldwide.  Its
simple,  intuitive  shape—resembling  an
open mouth about to swallow the larger
number—helped  it  gain  widespread
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acceptance. Today, the math symbol for
greater  than is  recognised by virtually
every  literate  person,  even those with
minimal mathematical training.

How to Use the
Greater Than
Symbol Correctly
Using  the  greater  than  symbol  is
straightforward, but there are important
rules to follow for clarity. The symbol is
always written with the open end facing
the larger value. For instance:

9 > 5 — correct, because nine is
larger than five.
3 > 8 — incorrect, because three
is not larger than eight (you would
use < instead).
A > B — when used with
variables, it means the value
represented by A is greater than
the value represented by B.

In  more  complex  expressions,  the
greater  than symbol  can be combined
with other operators. For example, 2x +
7  >  15  is  an  inequality  that  can  be
solved to find the range of x that makes
the statement true. In such cases, the
math  symbol  for  greater  than  defines  a
boundary condition.

Common
Mistakes and
Misunderstandin

gs
Many people confuse the greater  than
symbol  with  the  less  than  symbol,
especially  when  first  learning.  A  useful
memory trick is to imagine the symbol
as  an  alligator’s  mouth  that  always
wants  to  eat  the  bigger  number.  The
open mouth  faces  the  larger  quantity.
Another  trick  is  to  remember that  the
symbol  points  to  the  smaller  number,
like an arrow indicating “less”.
Another common mistake is misplacing
the symbol when dealing with negative
numbers. For example, -2 > -5 is true
because negative two is actually larger
than  negative  five  (remember,  on  the
number line,  numbers increase as you
move to the right). So the open end still
faces the larger number (-2).
Finally,  be  careful  when  using  the
greater than symbol in text or code. In
some contexts, the character may need
to be escaped (e.g.,  in HTML, you use
&gt; if you intend to display the symbol
as text). But in normal writing, you can
simply type the character.

The Greater
Than Symbol in
Mathematics
Mathematics relies heavily on the math
symbol  for  greater  than  to  express
inequalities. It is used in virtually every
branch  of  mathematics,  from  basic
arithmetic to advanced calculus and set
theory.
Basic  Arithmetic  and  Number
Comparisons: The most common use is
comparing  whole  numbers,  decimals,
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and fractions. For instance, 0.75 > 0.5,
and ⅔ > ½. Students learn to use the
symbol  early  in  their  education  to
develop  number  sense.
Algebra: Inequalities are a central topic
in algebra. Solving an inequality like 2x -
3  >  7  involves  isolating  the  variable
while reversing the inequality sign when
multiplying  or  dividing  by  a  negative
number. This is a critical skill for higher
mathematics.
Geometry  and  Trigonometry:  The
greater  than  symbol  appears  in
geometric  proofs  and  trigonometric
comparisons. For example, in a triangle,
the  side  opposite  a  larger  angle  is
longer, so you might write side a > side
b if angle A > angle B.
Calculus and Analysis: In calculus, the
symbol  is  used  to  define  limits,
continuity, and derivatives. For instance,
the  formal  definition  of  a  limit  uses
inequalities  with  epsilon and delta:  for
every ε  > 0,  there exists  δ > 0 such
that...
Statistics and Probability: Comparing
probabilities,  means,  and  standard
deviations  often  involves  the  greater
than  sign.  For  example,  P(X  >  70)
represents the probability that a random
variable X exceeds 70.

Using the
Greater Than
Symbol in
Programming
In  computer  programming,  the greater
than  symbol  is  not  only  used  for
comparisons but also appears in various

syntax  contexts.  Most  programming
languages use > as a relational operator
that  returns  a  boolean  value  (true  or
false).  For  example,  in  Python,  the
expression  5  >  3  evaluates  to  True.
The math symbol for greater than is also
part of compound operators:

> — greater than
>= — greater than or equal to
>> — in some languages (like
C++), this is the bitwise right shift
operator or the extraction operator
for streams
-> — pointer member access in
C/C++ (not directly a greater than
sign, but uses the hyphen and
greater than)

In  HTML  and  XML,  the  greater  than
symbol  is  used  to  close  tags  (e.g.,
</div>). When you need to display the
character  as  text,  you  use  the  HTML
entity &gt; to avoid confusion with tag
syntax. This is a common pitfall for new
web developers.

Real-World
Applications of
the Greater Than
Symbol
Beyond academics, the math symbol for
greater  than  appears  in  countless
everyday  situations.  Here  are  some
practical  examples:

Finance and Budgeting: When
comparing costs, revenues, or
profits, you might say “this
quarter’s revenue > last quarter’s
revenue.” Sales reports often use
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greater than signs to highlight
performance.
Data Analysis and
Spreadsheets: In tools like
Microsoft Excel or Google Sheets,
you use =A1>B1 to test if one cell
value is greater than another.
Conditional formatting rules
frequently rely on the greater than
symbol.
Science and Engineering:
Measurements, tolerances, and
experimental results are compared
using the greater than sign. For
example, a tensile strength test
might require the result to be >
500 MPa.
Everyday Decision Making:
People intuitively use the concept
of “greater than” when choosing
between options—for instance,
“the price at store A is greater
than store B, so I will buy at B.”

Variations and
Related Symbols
The math symbol for greater than has
several important variations and related
signs that you should know:
Symbol Meaning Example
> Greater than 9 > 4
< Less than 3 < 7

≥ Greater than or
equal to

5 ≥ 5
(true)

≤ Less than or equal
to

2 ≤ 2
(true)

≫
Much greater than
(often used in
approximation)

1000 ≫ 1

≱ Not greater than or
equal to 3 ≱ 5

Note  that  the  “much  greater  than”
symbol  is  not  standard in  all  contexts

but  appears  frequently  in  physics  and
engineering  to  indicate  orders  of
magnitude  difference.

How to Type the
Greater Than
Symbol
Typing the greater than symbol is easy
on most keyboards. It is typically located
on the same key as the period (.), to the
right  of  the  letter  M  on  a  standard
QWERTY keyboard.  You can type it  by
holding the Shift key and pressing the .
key  (which  produces  >).  On  mobile
devices, the symbol is usually available
in  the  numeric  or  symbol  keyboard
layout.
If you need to use the symbol in LaTeX
for mathematical documents, you simply
type > directly, or for a greater than or
equal sign, use \ge or \geq. In HTML, as
mentioned,  use  &gt;  for  display
purposes  when  not  inside  a  tag.

Tips for Teaching
the Greater Than
Symbol to
Beginners
Teaching children or adults who are new
to mathematics the concept of the math
symbol  for  greater  than can be made
easier  with  visual  aids  and  mnemonic
devices.  Here  are  some  proven
strategies:

The Alligator Mouth: Draw the
symbol as an alligator’s mouth
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that always opens toward the
larger number because it wants to
eat it. Kids love this analogy and
remember it quickly.
Number Line Comparisons:
Show that numbers increase as
you move to the right. The symbol
points to the smaller number (the
one to the left).
Hand Gesture: Use your right
hand to form a “greater than” sign
by making a V shape with your
index and middle finger, pointing
to the left. The open side faces
left, representing the larger
number.
Practice with Real Objects:
Compare piles of coins or blocks.
Write the symbol on a card and
place it between them. This hands-
on activity reinforces the concept.

The Greater
Than Symbol in
Language and
Culture
Interestingly,  the  greater  than  symbol
has found its  way into popular culture
and  digital  communication.  In  texting

and social media, people sometimes use
> to mean “more than” or to introduce a
quote. For example, “> I think we should
leave  early”  might  indicate  a  quoted
message. In internet slang, the symbol
can  also  denote  a  superior  action  or
response,  like  “You  > them” meaning
you are better than them.
However,  such  uses  are  informal  and
should not be confused with the precise
mathematical  meaning.  In  serious
writing,  always  use  the  greater  than
symbol correctly to avoid ambiguity.

CONCLUSION

The math symbol for greater than (>) is
a small but mighty character that plays
an  indispensable  role  in  mathematics,
programming,  and  everyday  logical
comparisons.  From  its  historical
introduction  by  Thomas  Harriot  to  its
modern  applications  in  data  science,
finance,  and  engineering,  this  symbol
helps us articulate relationships between
quantities with elegance and precision.
By  understanding  its  meaning,  proper
usage,  and  var iat ions ,  you  can
confidently  apply  the  greater  than
symbol in any context. Whether you are
a student just learning inequalities or a
professional  solving complex problems,
mastering this fundamental symbol is a
key  step  toward  mathematical  literacy
and effective communication.


