viral math problem 2019

The Illusion of Simplicity: Unpacking the Viral Math Problem of 2019

viral math problem 2019 took the internet by storm, leaving millions
scratching their heads and debating furiously. What started as a seemingly
simple arithmetic puzzle quickly became a global phenomenon, dissecting our
understanding of order of operations and mathematical conventions. This
article will delve deep into the specifics of this intriguing problem,
exploring why it became so divisive, the mathematical principles at play, and
how different interpretations led to such widespread confusion. We will also
discuss the lasting impact of such viral challenges on math education and
public engagement with numbers.
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Understanding the Viral Math Problem of 2019

The year 2019 witnessed an extraordinary surge in online discussions
surrounding a particular mathematical equation that, on the surface, appeared
straightforward. However, its presentation and inherent ambiguity sparked a
fierce debate across social media platforms, forums, and even in classrooms.
This wasn't just any math puzzle; it was a cultural moment that highlighted
how readily complex discussions can emerge from seemingly simple queries. The
problem, often presented with variations but generally revolving around
multiplication, division, addition, and parentheses, challenged users to
arrive at a single, definitive answer. Its ability to polarize opinions, with
proponents of different answers digging their heels in, made it a perfect
candidate for viral spread.

At its heart, the viral math problem of 2019 was a test of adherence to
fundamental mathematical rules. The discussions it ignited often mirrored
debates that have existed for decades in mathematics education about the
clarity of problem presentation. Many participants believed they were
applying basic arithmetic correctly, only to find themselves at odds with
others who had reached a different conclusion. This divergence in results was
not due to a flaw in mathematics itself, but rather in how the problem was
written and how different individuals interpreted the sequence of operations
it demanded. The sheer volume of people engaging with it, sharing their
answers and debating their reasoning, underscored its remarkable reach and



impact.

The Core of the Controversy: Order of
Operations

The primary source of contention for the viral math problem of 2019 was the
universally taught, yet sometimes inconsistently applied, concept of the
order of operations. This is the set of rules that dictates the sequence in
which mathematical operations should be performed to ensure a consistent and
accurate result. Most commonly remembered by the acronyms PEMDAS
(Parentheses, Exponents, Multiplication and Division, Addition and
Subtraction) or BODMAS (Brackets, Orders, Division and Multiplication,
Addition and Subtraction), these conventions are fundamental to all
arithmetic and algebraic calculations.

The problem's ambiguity often stemmed from how multiplication and division,
and addition and subtraction were grouped. In the standard order of
operations, multiplication and division have equal precedence and are
performed from left to right as they appear in the equation. Similarly,
addition and subtraction are performed from left to right. The confusion
arose when the visual layout of the problem, particularly the placement of
division symbols and implied multiplication, led some to prioritize one
operation over another in a way that deviated from the left-to-right rule
within their respective precedence levels. This subtle distinction became the
battleground for millions of online users.

Understanding PEMDAS/BODMAS

Let's break down PEMDAS, which is widely used in many English-speaking
countries. It stands for:

e Parentheses (or Brackets): Operations within parentheses are always
performed first.

e Exponents (or Orders): Exponents and roots are calculated next.
e Multiplication and Division: These operations have the same level of
precedence. They are performed from left to right as they appear in the

equation.

e Addition and Subtraction: These also have the same level of precedence
and are performed from left to right.



The key to solving the viral math problem correctly lies in strictly adhering
to the left-to-right rule for multiplication/division and
addition/subtraction. Many people incorrectly assume that all multiplication
must be done before any division, or vice versa, when they appear on the same
line. This misunderstanding is what fuels the incorrect answers and the
subsequent online fervor.

The Left-to-Right Rule in Practice

Consider an example that mimics the common structure of the viral problem: 6
+ 2(1 + 2). According to PEMDAS, we first address the parentheses. Inside the
parentheses, we have 1 + 2, which equals 3. So the equation becomes 6 + 2(3).
Now, the critical part: the implied multiplication of 2 and (3). Some
interpret this as 2 times 3 happening before the division, leading to 6 + 6,
which results in 1. However, the standard convention, and the one that
ensures mathematical consistency, is to perform multiplication and division
from left to right. Therefore, we perform the division first: 6 + 2 equals 3.
Then, we multiply the result by 3: 3 3 equals 9. This left-to-right
application of operations with equal precedence is crucial for a definitive
answer.

Why Did This Problem Go Viral?

The viral math problem of 2019 didn't just go viral; it exploded. Several
factors contributed to its meteoric rise in popularity and the intense
engagement it garnered. At its core, the problem tapped into a universal
human fascination with puzzles and challenges, especially those that seem
deceptively simple. The sheer accessibility of a mathematical equation,
requiring no special tools or knowledge beyond basic arithmetic, meant that
virtually anyone could attempt it, regardless of their background.

Furthermore, the emotional investment was significant. When people believe
they know the correct answer, and then are confronted with conflicting
answers and heated debates, it ignites a desire to defend their position.
This intellectual tug-of-war, fueled by a mix of confidence and confusion, is
a powerful driver of online engagement. The feeling of being "right" or
“smart" when solving a puzzle, or the frustration and curiosity when one's
answer is challenged, makes people more likely to share and discuss.

The Power of Disagreement and Social Validation

One of the biggest reasons for the virality was the inherent disagreement it
fostered. When a problem has a clear, universally accepted answer that most



people arrive at easily, it doesn't generate much discussion. This math
problem, however, presented a scenario where intelligent people could
genuinely arrive at different conclusions, based on differing interpretations
of mathematical conventions or simply by making common errors. This
disagreement invited participation; people wanted to see what others were
getting, to find others who agreed with them, and to challenge those who
didn't.

Social media platforms are inherently designed to encourage sharing and
interaction. A post with a controversial math problem, accompanied by fervent
debates in the comments, is the perfect recipe for algorithmic amplification.
Users would tag friends, share the problem on their own timelines, and engage
in public discussions, creating a snowball effect that spread the problem far
and wide. The desire for social validation — to be seen as knowledgeable or
to have one's perspective validated by others — also played a significant
role in encouraging participation and debate.

Simplicity with a Twist

The problem's perceived simplicity was a key hook. It looked like something a
child could solve, making it feel approachable. However, the twist lay in the
subtle nuances of mathematical convention that often trip up even adults.
This created a sense of mild intellectual superiority for those who
understood the correct application of the order of operations, and a sense of
intrigue or even defeat for those who didn't. This dynamic is highly engaging
and shareable, as it plays on our inherent desire to prove our intelligence
and to understand the world around us, even in small ways.

Common Misinterpretations and Their Solutions

The viral math problem of 2019 spawned a plethora of incorrect answers,
primarily due to common misinterpretations of the order of operations. These
errors are not necessarily indicative of a lack of intelligence, but rather
highlight how easily subtle mathematical conventions can be overlooked or
misapplied, especially in the context of visually ambiguous notation.

Understanding these common pitfalls is key to appreciating why the debate was
so fierce and why a definitive answer is so important. Each incorrect
interpretation, while technically wrong according to standard mathematical
practice, arises from a logical, albeit flawed, processing of the equation as
presented. Let's explore some of the most frequent mistakes and the correct
way to approach them.



Misinterpretation 1: Prioritizing Multiplication
Over Division

One of the most prevalent errors involved treating multiplication as having
higher precedence than division, or vice versa, when they appear on the same
line. For instance, in an equation like 6 + 2 3, some individuals would
perform the multiplication first (2 3 = 6) and then divide (6 + 6 = 1). This
ignores the fundamental rule that multiplication and division are evaluated
from left to right.

The correct approach, adhering to the left-to-right rule for operations of
equal precedence, is to perform the division first: 6 + 2 = 3. Then, multiply
the result by 3: 3 3 = 9. This ensures consistency regardless of the order in
which multiplication and division appear.

Misinterpretation 2: Treating Implied Multiplication
as Higher Precedence

Another common point of confusion, particularly in problems like 6 + 2(1 +
2), is the interpretation of implied multiplication (where a number is placed
directly next to parentheses, like 2(3)). Some incorrectly assume that this
implied multiplication takes precedence over explicit division. In this
scenario, they might first calculate 2 (1 + 2) = 2 3 = 6, and then perform
the division: 6 + 6 = 1.

However, standard mathematical convention dictates that division and
multiplication, whether explicit or implied, are treated with equal
precedence and resolved from left to right. Therefore, after resolving the
parentheses (1 + 2 = 3), the equation becomes 6 + 2 3. Applying the left-to-
right rule, we first divide 6 by 2, which gives 3. Then, we multiply 3 by 3,
resulting in 9. The implied multiplication is not inherently higher in
precedence than explicit division.

Misinterpretation 3: Ignoring Parentheses Altogether

While less common for the most viral versions of the problem, some users
might overlook the significance of parentheses, attempting to solve the
equation strictly from left to right without first evaluating expressions
within them. This would lead to a chaotic and incorrect calculation, as the
order of operations clearly prioritizes operations within parentheses.

The correct solution always begins with evaluating the expression inside the
parentheses. In our example, 1 + 2 must be solved first, yielding 3. This



simplifies the problem and allows for the correct application of subsequent
operations.

The Role of Ambiguity in Viral Content

The viral math problem of 2019 wasn't just a test of arithmetic; it was a
masterclass in how ambiguity fuels viral content. In the digital age, content
that sparks debate, disagreement, and a strong emotional response is far more
likely to be shared and discussed than content that is straightforward and
universally agreed upon. The problem's inherent ambiguity was its secret
weapon, turning a simple equation into a global conversation starter.

This ambiguity often arises from the shorthand and conventions used in
informal communication, especially online. What might be perfectly clear to a
mathematician or a student who has recently studied the order of operations
can be a complete mystery to someone else. This gap in understanding is
fertile ground for viral spread, as it invites widespread participation from
those who feel confident in their answer and those who are genuinely puzzled
and seeking clarification.

Visual vs. Conventional Notation

A significant aspect of the ambiguity lay in the visual presentation of the
math problems shared online. Often, these problems were presented as
screenshots of handwritten notes or quickly typed text. This informal
notation can be less precise than the carefully formatted equations found in
textbooks or academic papers. For example, the spacing around division and
multiplication symbols, or the visual weight given to implied multiplication,
could be interpreted differently by various individuals.

The human brain is wired to find patterns and meaning. When presented with
visual information that can be interpreted in multiple ways, and especially
when that information is tied to a subject like math that many people feel
they either excel at or struggle with, the urge to engage and resolve the
discrepancy becomes very strong. This makes the problem not just a
mathematical exercise, but also a psychological one.

The Democratization of Debate

The internet has democratized debate. Suddenly, everyone with an internet
connection can weigh in on complex topics, and seemingly simple ones too. The
viral math problem of 2019 became a forum for this democratization. People
from all walks of life, with varying levels of mathematical education, could



confidently state their answer and defend it. This created a rich tapestry of
opinions, misinformation, and genuine insights, all contributing to the
problem's widespread appeal and discussion. The fact that a math problem
could become a trending topic alongside celebrity gossip or political news
highlights its significant cultural impact.

Lessons Learned from the Viral Math Problem

The viral math problem of 2019 offered more than just a fleeting moment of
internet distraction; it provided valuable lessons for educators, students,
and the general public about mathematics, communication, and the nature of
online discourse. The sheer intensity of the debate highlighted both the
potential for public engagement with math and the challenges that arise from
ambiguous notation and differing interpretations of fundamental rules.

One of the most significant takeaways was the reinforcement of the importance
of clear and unambiguous mathematical notation. While the problem was
designed to be tricky, it also served as a stark reminder of how easily
misunderstandings can occur when conventions are not universally understood
or strictly adhered to. This has implications for how mathematics is taught
and presented, both in formal educational settings and in public-facing
content.

The Importance of Clear Mathematical Communication

The incident underscored the critical need for clear and precise
communication in mathematics. Educators often strive to teach students not
just how to solve problems, but how to interpret mathematical language
accurately. The viral problem served as a real-world demonstration of what
happens when this interpretation is flawed. It illustrated that even with
seemingly simple operations, the way a problem is written can significantly
alter the path to its solution, and that a universal understanding of
notation is paramount for accurate results.

This has led to renewed discussions in educational circles about the best
ways to present mathematical problems, especially in digital formats where
visual cues can be easily misinterpreted. The emphasis on explicit notation
and the consistent application of the order of operations (PEMDAS/BODMAS)
became even more pronounced as a result of this global debate.

Bridging the Gap Between Formal Math and Public



Understanding

The viral nature of the problem also demonstrated a significant public
interest in mathematics, even if it manifested as confusion and debate.
Millions of people were actively engaging with a mathematical concept, trying
to solve it, and discussing their findings. This level of engagement, while
driven by a viral challenge, represents an opportunity to foster greater
mathematical literacy.

It suggests that when presented in an accessible and engaging way,
mathematics can capture the public's attention. The challenge now is to
leverage this interest beyond momentary viral trends and translate it into a
sustained appreciation for mathematical thinking and problem-solving. The
lessons learned can inform future efforts to make math more approachable and
less intimidating for a wider audience, using such viral moments as a
springboard for educational outreach.

The Double-Edged Sword of Online Dissemination

Finally, the viral math problem served as a potent example of the double-
edged sword that is online dissemination. While it brought a mathematical
concept to the forefront of global consciousness and sparked lively debate,
it also propagated misinformation and confusion at an unprecedented scale.
The ease with which incorrect answers could be shared and validated by like-
minded individuals highlighted the challenges of navigating information in
the digital age.

It’s a reminder that critical thinking and a reliance on authoritative
sources are essential, even when dealing with seemingly simple topics. The
ability to discern between well-reasoned arguments and confident assertions
is crucial. The viral math problem, in this regard, was a public test of our
collective ability to engage with information critically and to resolve
disagreements based on established principles rather than popular opinion.

Conclusion

The viral math problem of 2019 transcended its origins as a mere online
puzzle, becoming a cultural touchstone that illuminated our collective
understanding of mathematics, the impact of notation, and the power of
digital discourse. It showcased how a seemingly simple question could ignite
global debate, revealing both the widespread engagement with mathematical
concepts and the common pitfalls that arise from ambiguity and
misinterpretation. The fervent discussions surrounding the order of
operations, PEMDAS/BODMAS, and the left-to-right rule served as a powerful



reminder of the importance of clear mathematical communication and the need
for consistent application of established principles.

Ultimately, this viral phenomenon was more than just a temporary internet
sensation. It was a valuable learning experience, prompting a re-evaluation
of how mathematical problems are presented and understood. It highlighted the
potential for online platforms to foster public interest in STEM fields,
while simultaneously underscoring the critical need for digital literacy and
the ability to discern accurate information amidst a sea of opinions. The
echoes of this viral math problem continue to resonate, encouraging a more
thoughtful and precise approach to mathematics in both educational settings
and everyday digital interactions.

FAQ

Q: What was the viral math problem of 20197

A: The viral math problem of 2019 was an arithmetic equation that became
immensely popular online due to widespread disagreement over its solution.
While exact wording varied, it typically involved a combination of division,
multiplication, addition, and parentheses, such as variations of "6 + 2(1 +
2)" or "8 + 2(2 + 2)".

Q: Why did the viral math problem cause so much
debate?

A: The debate stemmed from differing interpretations of the order of
operations (PEMDAS/BODMAS). Specifically, confusion arose regarding how to
handle implied multiplication versus explicit division, and the strict left-
to-right application of operations with equal precedence.

Q: What is the correct order of operations?

A: The correct order of operations is typically remembered by acronyms like
PEMDAS (Parentheses, Exponents, Multiplication and Division, Addition and
Subtraction) or BODMAS (Brackets, Orders, Division and Multiplication,
Addition and Subtraction). Multiplication and division have equal precedence
and are performed from left to right. Similarly, addition and subtraction
have equal precedence and are performed from left to right.

Q: What is implied multiplication?

A: Implied multiplication occurs when a number is placed directly next to a
parenthesis or a variable without an explicit multiplication symbol (e.g.,
2(3) or 5x). In standard mathematical convention, implied multiplication is
treated with the same precedence as explicit multiplication and division, and



is resolved from left to right.

Q: What were the two main answers people got for the
viral math problem?

A: The two most common answers debated were 1 and 9. The answer 1 often
resulted from incorrectly prioritizing implied multiplication or treating
multiplication as having higher precedence than division. The answer 9 is the
correct solution, obtained by strictly following the order of operations,
including the left-to-right rule for multiplication and division.

Q: How did social media contribute to the virality
of the math problem?

A: Social media platforms allowed for rapid sharing of the problem and the
subsequent debates. The polarizing nature of the differing answers encouraged
users to tag friends, share their own solutions, and engage in heated
discussions in comment sections, amplifying its reach exponentially.

Q: What are the educational implications of such
viral math problems?

A: These viral problems highlight the importance of clear mathematical
notation and consistent teaching of the order of operations. They also
demonstrate a public appetite for engaging with mathematics and present an
opportunity to improve math literacy by clarifying common points of
confusion.

Q: Is there a universally agreed-upon answer to the
most common viral math problem of 20197

A: Yes, according to standard mathematical conventions and the universally
taught order of operations (PEMDAS/BODMAS), there is a single correct answer.
For problems like 6 + 2(1 + 2), the correct answer is 9.

Q: Why do people struggle with math problems that
seem simple?

A: People often struggle with seemingly simple math problems due to subtle
ambiguities in notation, a misunderstanding or misapplication of mathematical
conventions (like the order of operations), or a lack of recent practice. The
desire to arrive at an answer quickly can also lead to overlooking crucial
steps.
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