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When you write mathematical expressions in LaTeX, the default spacing is usually excellent. LaTeX's
built-in algorithms place spaces between symbols, operators, and relations automatically, following
typographic conventions. However, there are times when you need to fine-tune the spacing to
improve readability, align elements, or meet specific formatting requirements. Understanding how
to control space in math mode is essential for producing professional-looking documents, whether
you are writing a research paper, a textbook, or a thesis. In this comprehensive guide, we will
explore the various commands and tricks for adding, removing, and adjusting space in math mode
LaTeX. By the end, you will be confident in managing horizontal spacing, vertical spacing, and even
custom spaces within any mathematical environment.

WHY SPACING MATTERS IN MATHEMATICAL TYPESETTING

Mathematics is a visual language. The placement of symbols relative to each other can change the
meaning of an expression or make it difficult to parse. LaTeX automatically distinguishes between
different classes of math symbols—like ordinary symbols, operators, binary relations, and
punctuation—and inserts appropriate spaces. For instance, a plus sign between two numbers gets
different spacing than a plus sign used as a unary operator. However, automatic spacing may not
always be ideal. For example, when writing integrals, sums, or limits, you might want to add extra
space after the integrand or before the differential “dx”. Similarly, in multi-line equations, you might
need to align terms precisely. Learning how to control space in math mode gives you the ability to
create clean, unambiguous, and visually appealing formulas.

The Default Spacing Mechanism in Math
Mode

Before diving into manual spacing commands, it is helpful to understand how LaTeX handles spacing
by default. In math mode, LaTeX treats each character as part of a particular class: ordinary (e.g.,
letters), operator (e.qg., sin, cos), binary operator (e.g., +, -), relation (e.g., =, <), punctuation (e.qg.,
comma), and others. Spaces between these classes are predefined. For example, LaTeX inserts a
thin space around binary operators and relations, but no space between an operator and a
parenthesis. This automatic system works wonders for standard expressions, but custom spacing
commands give you the final say.

BASIC HORIZONTAL SPACING COMMANDS FOR SPACE IN MATH MODE

LaTeX provides several explicit horizontal space commands that you can insert anywhere in math
mode. The most common ones are \quad and \qquad, but there are many more. Here is a list of the
built-in spaces:

e \; - a thick space (5/18 of an em). Equivalent to \thickspace.

* \: - a medium space (4/18 of an em). Equivalent to \medspace.

e \, - a thin space (3/18 of an em). Equivalent to \thinspace.

* \! - a negative thin space (-3/18 of an em). Useful for pulling symbols closer together.
* \enspace - a space of 0.5 em.

e \quad - a space of 1 em.

e \qquad - a space of 2 em.

» \hspace{length} - a flexible horizontal space of any length (e.g., \hspace{1cm}).
« \hfill - stretches to fill available space (like a rubber space).

These commands are placed directly in math mode. For example, $a \, b$ produces a thin space
between a and b. Using \quad is common for separating text from equations, e.g., $x \quad
\text{for all } x$. The negative thin space (\!) is extremely useful for tightening spacing in
integrals and other constructs, as we will see later.

Using \hspace{} in Math Mode

The \hspace{} command works both in text and math mode. You can specify any LaTeX length,
such as \hspace{0.5em}, \hspace{2mm}, or \hspace{1lcm}. However, note that in math mode,
if you need a space that should not be discarded at a line break, use \hspace*{}. For example,
$\hspace*{1lcm}$ ensures the space is preserved even at the beginning of a line. This is
particularly useful when aligning elements manually in display math.

ADJUSTING SPACE AROUND OPERATORS AND RELATIONS

While LaTeX's automatic spacing is generally good, you may want to fine-tune the space around
specific operators. For instance, the integral sign [ often needs extra space after it before the
integrand. Typically, you might write \int f(x) \, dx. The\, before dx provides a thin space
that makes the differential stand out. Some authors prefer a thicker space; you can use \: or \;
instead. Similarly, when writing limits, you might use \lim {x \to a} f(x) and find that a small
space after the limit improves readability: \lim {x \to a} \, f(x).

Another common adjustment is the space around the differential “d”. In many style guides, the “d”
is written with a small space before it: $dx$ vs. $\,dx$. The latter is usually preferred because it
separates the differential from the function. You can also define a custom command \diff to
automate this.

Negative Space: Bringing Symbols
Together

Sometimes you need to reduce the default space between symbols. The most frequent use case for
negative space in math mode is in integrals with limits. For example, the standard output of
\int {0}"{1} may have too much space between the integral sign and the limits. To tighten it,

you can write \int {0}"~{1}\! before the integrand. This negative thin space pulls the integrand
closer to the integral sign. Similarly, when writing sums with limits, \sum {i=1}"{n}\! can
improve appearance. Experimentation is key—what looks good in one font may differ in another.

SPACING IN MULTI-LINE EQUATIONS AND ALIGN ENVIRONMENTS

In multi-line displayed equations, spacing becomes even more critical. LaTeX provides environments
like align, gather, flalign, and multline from the amsmath package. Within these, you can use
the ampersand & to mark alignment points. The space around the alignment point is controlled by
the environment, but you can add extra horizontal space using the commands mentioned above. For
instance, to align equations at the equals sign with some extra space:

\begin{align} a + b & c \\ d + e & f \end{align}

If you want more space between the left side and the equals sign, you can insert \quad or \qquad
after the ampersand. Alternatively, you can use \hspace{} after the & to get precise control. For
cases where you want to add vertical space between lines, use \\[6pt] at the end of a line to add
extra vertical space (e.g., \\ [3mm]).

Managing Vertical Space in Display Math

By default, displayed equations are separated from surrounding text by a vertical space determined
by the document class. You can adjust this globally using packages like setspace or by redefining
lengths such as \abovedisplayskip and \belowdisplayskip. For one-time adjustments, you can
insert \vspace{} before or after an equation, but this is usually not recommended because it
disrupts the flow. Instead, use the optional argument of \\ in multi-line environments to increase
spacing between lines of the same equation.

COMMON SCENARIOS REQUIRING CUSTOM SPACE IN MATH MODE

Let’s look at several typical situations where explicit spacing commands are helpful.

1. Spacing After a Radical or Root

Sometimes the square root sign is very long, and the following symbol appears too close. For
example, $\sqrt{x} + y$ may look cramped. Inserting a thin space after the radical, like
$\sqrt{x}\, + y$, canimprove clarity. Similarly, for $\sqrt{a+b} \, c$.

2. Spacing Around Colons and Punctuation
iIn Math

Colons in mathematics can denote ratios, such as $a : b$. The default spacing treats the colon as
a relation, so it gets extra space. If you prefer a narrower colon (e.g., for set builder notation), you
can use $a \colon b$ from the amsmath package, which produces a colon with normal spacing.
Alternatively, use \! to tighten: $a\!:\!b$.

3. Spacing in Integrals with Multiple
Differential Terms

For double or triple integrals, you may want explicit spaces between differentials: $\iint f(x,y)
\, dx \, dy$. Using\, between each differential and the next is standard. For volume integrals,
you might use \; for a thicker space.

4. Alignment of Limits in Sums and
Products

When you have multiple sums or products in a row, alignment of the limits can be tricky. Using
\hspace{} after each sum symbol can help line up the indices. For instance:

$\displaystyle\sum {i=1}"{n} \hspace{0.5em} \sum {j=1}"{m}$

Alternatively, use \mathop{} and \mathclap from the mathtools package for more advanced
control.

USING PHANTOM AND SMASH FOR INVISIBLE SPACING

Sometimes you need to add space of a specific width without an actual symbol. The \phantom{}
command creates an invisible box with the width of its argument. For example, to align two
equations at the equal sign but one has an extra term, you can use \phantom{+a} to add invisible
space. Similarly, \hphantom{} creates horizontal phantom space. Conversely, \smash{} removes
the height/depth of its argument without affecting width, which can be used to adjust vertical
spacing without affecting horizontal spacing.

Example: Using Phantoms for Alignment

Consider aligning two equations:
\begin{align} x + y &= 10 \\ x \phantom{+ y} &= 5 \end{align}

This adds the horizontal space of “+ y” in the second line, making the right sides appear directly
below each other if the left sides have different widths.

SPACING COMMANDS FOR TEXT INSIDE MATH MODE

When you insert text inside a mathematical expression using \text{} from amsmath, the spacing
around that text is usually correct: LaTeX treats the text as a single unit. However, you may want to
add extra space before or after the text. Use \; or \quad outside the \text{} command. For
example, $x \quad \text{for all} \quad y$. If you


https://remodelicious.com/

