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1 Introduction

It is a well known fact among young analysts that the composition of measurable functions is not
necessarily measurable, although this fact, to be true, has to be stated precisely, as it depends on
what we mean when we say that a function is measurable. In this case, we are referring to the fact
that the inverse image of an open set is a Lebesgue-measurable set of the real line. It is therefore
convenient to start with the definition of measurable function in a broader sense.

Definition 1.1. Let (X ,M ), (X ,N ) be measurable spaces. We say f : (X ,M ) → (X ,N ) is
measurable if f −1(A) ∈M for every A∈ N .

It is clear then, from this definition, that whether a function is measurable or not depends
on the measurable spaces chosen. Let L and B be the Lebesgue and Borel σ-algebras on R
respectively. In general, if f , g : (R,L )→ (R,B) are measurable g ◦ f : (R,L )→ (R,B) does
not have to be so, which is the case we first talked about. In order for g◦ f : (R,L )→ (R,B) to be
measurable, it would be enough if f : (R,L )→ (R,L ) or g : (R,B)→ (R,B) were measurable
(this last condition holds when g is continuous), but in general this is not the case.

Here we are interested in sufficient conditions on f : (R,L ) → (R,B) that can guarantee
that, if g : (R,L )→ (R,B) is measurable, so is g ◦ f : (R,L )→ (R,B). We will consider then
µ∗ and µ, the Lebesgue exterior measure and measure respectively. For brevity, we will speak of
L /B and L /L measurable functions.
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Rather counterintuitively, great regularity or monotonicity of f does not guarantee that the
composition g ◦ f will beL /B measurable when g is. We illustrate this point with the following
example.

Example 1.2. We will first proceed to construct a strictly increasing C∞ function f which is not
L /L measurable, that is, such that there exists D ∈ L satisfying f −1(D) ̸∈ L .

We start by recalling the construction of the Smith–Volterra–Cantor set (or fat Cantor set) [3,
p. 39]. Let λ ∈ (0,1) and define r := 1−λ

3−2λ . Observe that r ∈ (0, 1/3). The Smith–Volterra–Cantor
set C of measure λ is created iteratively in the following way. Let C0 := [0, 1] and, given Cn−1

define Cn by deleting the central open interval of length rn from each the connected components
of Cn−1. It is clear by construction that Cn ⊂ Cn−1 and Cn is compact for every n⩾ 1. Thus, the set
C :=
⋂∞

n=0 Cn, the Smith–Volterra–Cantor set, is well defined, non-empty and compact. Since, by
definition, Cn has 2n−1 connected components,

µ(Cn) = µ(Cn−1)− 2n−1rn = 1−
r(1− 2nrn)

1− 2r

for every n ∈ N, we conclude that

µ(C) = lim
n→∞

µ(Cn) = 1−
r

1− 2r
=

1− 3r
1− 2r

= λ.

Let C ⊂ I := [0,1] be a Smith–Volterra–Cantor set such that µ(C) ∈ (0, 1). The positive
measure of this set will be crucial for this example –cf. Theorem 1.11. Consider the function

ψ(x) := e−(1−x2)−1

for x ∈ (−1, 1). ψ ∈ C∞((−1,1),R). Since C is closed, I\C is open, so it has a countable number
of connected components each of which is an open interval. Let us define h(x) = 0 if x ∈ C and

h(x) = 2−(b−a)−1
ψ

�

2x − b− a
b− a

�

if x ∈ (a, b) where (a, b) is a connected component of I\C . Let Mn := max|ψ(n)|. We will show
now that h ∈ C∞(I ,R). It is clear that h isC∞ in I\C . If x ∈ C , let us check that limy→x− f (x) = 0
(in case the limit can be taken). If x = b for some (a, b) ⊂ I\C , this is obvious. Otherwise, there
is a sequence of points in C converging to x from the left. Thus, given ϵ ∈ R+, there exists y ∈ C ,
x − ϵ < y < x , so any z ∈ (y, x)\C belongs to an interval (a, b) with b− a < ϵ and, therefore,

h(z) = 2−(b−a)−1
ψ((2x − b− a)/(b− a))< 2−(b−a)−1

< b− a < ϵ.

Hence, limy→x− f (x) = 0. Repeating the argument for limits from the right and observing that
h|C = 0, we conclude that h is continuous. Assuming h is n − 1 times differentiable and taking
into account that

|h(n)(x)|= 2−(b−a)−1
2n(b− a)−n

�

�

�

�

ψ(n)
�

2x − b− a
b− a

�

�

�

�

�

⩽ 2−(b−a)−1
2n(b− a)−nMn,

for any x ∈ (a, b) ⊂ I\C , we can reason as before to conclude that h ∈ C∞(I ,R).

Define f (x) =
∫ y

0
h(x)d y . f ∈ C∞(I ,R) and f is strictly increasing. Indeed, since C is

totally disconnected, given x , y ∈ I , x < y , there exist t, s ∈ (x , y), t < s such that [t, s] ⊂ I\C ,
so h(x)> 0 in [t, s] and hence f (y)− f (x) =

∫ y

x
h(z)d z > 0.
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Given a connected component (a, b) of I\C ,

µ( f (a, b)) = f (b)− f (a) =

∫ b

a

h(z)d z.

Thus, given that f is strictly increasing, I\C has a countable number of connected components
and that the Lebesgue measure is σ-additive, µ( f (I\C)) =

∫

I\C h(z)d z. f (I) is also measurable
because it is an interval. Since f is strictly increasing, f (C)∩ f (I\C) = ; and f (C) = f (I)\ f (I\C)
and, therefore, f (C) is measurable. Hence,

µ( f (C)) =µ( f (I))−µ( f (I\C)) = f (1)− f (0)−
∫

I\C
h(z)d z

=

∫ 1

0

h(z)d z −
∫

I\C
h(z)d z =

∫

C

h(z)d z = 0.

Now, since µ(C) > 0, there exists D ⊂ C such that D ̸∈ L [3, Exercise 29, pg. 39]. We have that
f (D) ⊂ f (C), so µ∗( f (D)) ⩽ µ∗( f (C)) = 0 and, therefore, µ∗( f (D)) = 0, so by the completeness
of µ, f (D) ∈ L . Finally, f −1( f (D)) = D ̸∈ L , so f is not L /L measurable.

We now define aL /B measurable function g in such a way that g◦ f is notL /B measurable.
Let g be the characteristic function of the set f (D). g is measurable since f (D) is. Furthermore,
{1} ∈ B , but (g ◦ f )−1({1}) = f −1( f (D)) = D ̸∈ L , so g ◦ f is not L /B measurable.

Example 1.2 has shown that, if we are to provide sufficient conditions for g ◦ f to be L /L
measurable, we will have to look further away than the regularity of f . In fact, it is clear from
Example 1.2 that the behavior of f when it takes inverse images is determinant on the behavior
of the composition, so we will try first to impose conditions on f −1 in the case f is invertible.

For the next results we consider Ω,Λ ∈ L , f : (Ω,L ) → (R,B), g : (Λ,L ) → (R,B),
f (Ω) ⊂ Λ.

Lemma 1.3. If g is L /B measurable, f invertible and f −1 absolutely continuous, then g ◦ f is
L /B measurable.

Proof. Let B ∈ B . Then g−1(B) ∈ L . Since f −1 is absolutely continuous it takes L sets to L
sets [7, p. 250], so f −1(g−1(B)) ∈ L . ■

Observe that Lemma 1.3 crucially avoids the circumstances of Example 1.2, since, in that
case, the function f −1 was not absolutely continuous (since it did not map L sets to L sets).
This illustrates that, in general, even if f is absolutely continuous, f −1 needs not to be –see [1,9].
A necessary sufficient condition for f −1 to be absolutely continuous (in the case the domain is an
interval) can be found in the following result –cf. [2, Lemma 2.2], [9].

Lemma 1.4. Let J = [c, d] be a compact real interval and f a strictly increasing and absolutely
continuous function on J. f −1 is absolutely continuous if and only if f ′(x) ̸= 0 for a.e. x ∈ J.

Lemma 1.4 raises the question as to whether the condition f ′(x) ̸= 0 a.e. is enough to show
that g ◦ f is measurable without asking for f to be invertible, which is a very stringent condition.
We provide an answer to this question in Corollary 1.14, but before stating it we will need the
following results.

Lemma 1.5. Assume f and g are L /B measurable. If for every N ⊂ R such that µ∗(N) = 0 we
have that f −1(N) ∈ L , then g ◦ f is L /B measurable.
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Proof. Let B ∈B . Then g−1(B) ∈ L , so, by the regularity of µ, g−1(B) = C ⊔N where µ∗(N) = 0
and C ∈ B . By hypothesis, f −1(N) ∈ L . On the other hand, since C ∈ B and f is L /B
measurable, f −1(C) ∈ L . Therefore, f −1(g−1(B)) = f −1(C ⊔ N) = f −1(C) ⊔ f −1(N) ∈ L . We
conclude that g ◦ f : (Ω,L )→ (R,B) is measurable. ■

Remember that the Lebesgue measure is complete, that is, if µ∗(A) = 0 then A ∈ L and
µ(A) = 0, so we obtain the following corollary.

Corollary 1.6. Assume f and g are L /B measurable. If for every N ∈ L such that µ(N) = 0 we
have that µ∗( f −1(N)) = 0 then g ◦ f is L /B measurable.

Remark 1.7. The hypotheses in Lemma 1.5 are sharp in that, if there exists N ⊂ R such that
µ∗(N) = 0 and f −1(N) ̸∈ L , then there exists a L /B measurable g such that g ◦ f is not L /B
measurable. It is enough to take g = χN .

Remark 1.8. The condition occurring in Corollary 1.6 is reminiscent of the Lusin N -property:

µ(A) = 0 implies µ( f (A)) = 0 for every A∈ L , (N)

which is intimately related to absolute continuity, as the following theorem shows.

Theorem 1.9 ([8, Theorem 7.7]). Let I be a bounded interval and f : I → R continuous. Then f
is absolutely continuous if and only if f satisfies satisfies (N) on I and

∫

A
f ′ <∞ where A⊂ I is the

set of points x where f is differentiable and f ′(x) ∈ (0,∞).

As stated before, the goal now is to move away from the invertibility of f . Furthermore, we
would like to work in a context where f need not be differentiable, as this conditions is definitely
much stronger than mere measurability. With this aim we try to generalize the concept of the
derivative not being zero to non differentiable functions, which leads to the following definition
of the sets Df (x) and S f .

Definition 1.10. Let f : Ω ⊂ R→ R. For every x ∈ Ω we define the set

D f (x) :=
⋂

δ∈R+
conv
§

f (y)− f (x)
y − x

: y ∈ Ω, 0< |y − x |< δ
ª
R

where X
R

denotes the closure in the extended real line with the compact interval topology and
conv the convex hull. Observe that, if x ∈ Ω∩Ω′, then D f (x) is a nonmepty closed convex subset
of R. Let

S f := {x ∈ Ω∩Ω′ : 0 ∈ D f (x)}.

These definitions lead to the main result we want to introduce.

Theorem 1.11. If f and g are L /B measurable and µ∗(S f ) = 0, then g ◦ f is L /B measurable.

Proof. By Corollary 1.6, it is enough to check that µ∗(S f ) = 0 implies that, for every A ∈ L , if
µ∗(A) = 0 then µ∗( f −1(A)) = 0. Equivalently, let µ∗( f −1(A)) ̸= 0 and let us prove that µ∗(A) ̸= 0.
Let B ⊂ f −1(A) such that B is bounded and µ∗(B)> 0. We can assume, without loss of generality,
that B contains no isolated points of Ω, since Ω\Ω′ has to be a countable set because the usual
topology is second countable, and thus µ∗(Ω\Ω′) = 0. This way we guarantee that Df (x) ̸= ; for
x ∈ B. Let C := f (B) ⊂ A. It will be enough to show that µ∗(C) ̸= 0.
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Since µ∗(S f ) = 0 and µ∗(B) > 0, we have that either µ∗({x ∈ B : D f (x) ⊂ R+}) > 0 or
µ∗({x ∈ B : D f (x) ⊂ R−}) > 0. Let us assume the first case and the second will be analogous.
Let E = {x ∈ B : D f (x) ⊂ R+} and, for n ∈ N,

En :=
§

x ∈ B :
f (y)− f (x)

y − x
>

1
n

for all y ∈ Ω, 0< |y − x |<
1
n

ª

.

Observe that E =
⋃

n∈N En. Indeed, let x ∈ E. Since 0 ̸∈ D f (x) and D f (x) is a closed set,
inf D f (x)> 0. Let ϵ ∈ (0, inf D f (x)). By definition of D f (x), there exists δ ∈ (0,ϵ) such that

f (y)− f (x)
y − x

> ϵ for every y ∈ Ω, 0< |y − x |< δ.

Take n ∈ N such that δ > 1
n . Then,

f (y)− f (x)
y − x

>
1
n

for every y ∈ Ω, 0< |y − x |<
1
n

,

that is x ∈ En.

On the other hand, if x ∈ En for some n ∈ N,

f (y)− f (x)
y − x

>
1
n

for every y ∈ Ω, 0< |y − x |<
1
n

,

and thus, z ⩾ 1
n for every z ∈ D f (x), so x ∈ E.

We conclude that E =
⋃

n∈N En. Hence, there exists k ∈ N such that µ∗(Ek) > 0 for, otherwise
–see [5, Corollary 12.1.1],

µ∗(E) = µ∗
�

⋃

n∈N
En

�

= lim
n→∞

µ∗(En) = 0,

which would be a contradiction.

Let δ ∈ (0,µ∗(Ek)) be fixed arbitrarily. Using a characterization of the exterior measure –
see [6, Lemma 2.2], consider a countable infinite cover of Ek consisting pairwise disjoint intervals
{[an, bn)}n∈N such that

µ∗(Ek) +δ >
∑

n∈N

(bn − an)⩾ µ∗(Ek)

and bn − an <
1
k for every n ∈ N.

Since Ek ⊂ B is bounded, µ∗(Ek)<∞, so let m ∈ N be such that

∞
∑

n=m+1

(bn − an)< δ.

Let X =
⋃m

n=1[an, bn). Then, µ∗(Ek\X )< δ since {[an, bn)}∞n=m+1 is a cover of Ek\X . Thus,

µ∗(Ek)⩽ µ∗(Ek ∩ X ) +µ∗(Ek\X )< µ∗(Ek ∩ X ) +δ.

Therefore, µ∗(Ek ∩ X )> µ∗(Ek)−δ. Now, there exists j ∈ {1, . . . , m} such that µ∗(Ek ∩ [a j, b j))>
1
m(µ

∗(Ek)−δ) for, if we assume otherwise, then, for every n= 1, . . . , m,

µ∗(Ek ∩ [an, bn))<
1
m
(µ∗(Ek)−δ),
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and, therefore,

µ∗(Ek ∩ X )⩽
m
∑

n=1

µ∗(Ek ∩ [an, bn))⩽ µ∗(Ek)−δ,

which is a contradiction. Hence, for every x , y ∈ Ek ∩ [a j, b j), we have that |x − y|< 1
k , so

1
k
<

f (y)− f (x)
y − x

.

This implies f is strictly increasing on Ek ∩ [a j, b j). Consider f −1 : f (Ek ∩ [a j, b j))→ Ek ∩ [a j, b j).
We have that, for every x , y ∈ f (Ek ∩ [a j, b j)),

| f −1(y)− f −1(x)|< k|y − x |,

so f −1 is a Lipschitz function and, therefore,

0<
1
m
(µ∗(Ek)−δ)< µ∗(Ek ∩ [a j, b j)) = µ

∗( f −1( f (Ek ∩ [a j, b j))))

⩽kµ∗( f (Ek ∩ [a j, b j)))⩽ kµ∗(C).

Thus, µ∗(C)> 0 and this ends the proof. ■

Remark 1.12. Returning to Example 1.2, observe that, f ′ = h and h(y) = 0 for y ∈ C , so C ⊂ S f

and, since µ(C)> 0, we have that µ(S f )> 0, so we cannot apply Theorem 1.11.

Remark 1.13. If Ω ⊂ R is an interval and f is continuous (in fact, it is enough for f to be a
Darboux function) then

D f (x) :=
⋂

δ∈R+

§

f (y)− f (x)
y − x

: y ∈ Ω, 0< |y − x |< δ
ª
R

,

which simplifies the calculations.

If f is differentiable at x , then, by definition of derivative, D f (x) = { f ′(x)}, so we have the
following corollary.

Corollary 1.14. If f and g are L /B measurable, f is differentiable a.e. and µ∗(( f ′)−1(0)) = 0,
then g ◦ f : (Ω,L )→ (R,B) is measurable.

Even if Corollary 1.14 presents a simple condition to check it is clear that it leaves out common
and interesting cases. For instance, the theorem cannot be applied in the case where f is a
constant function and µ(Ω) > 0. In order to palliate this fact, we will present a corollary of
Corollary 1.14 where local constancy is permitted but, in order to do so, we will need to introduce
the concept of essentially open set which will allow us to control those places where the function
is locally constant.

Definition 1.15. Let X ⊂ R. We say that X is essentially open if there exists an open set U ⊂ R
such that µ∗(X∆U) = 0 where X∆U := (U\X )⊔ (X\U).

The notion of a set being essentially open can be rephrased in several ways, as the following
Lemma shows.

Lemma 1.16. Let X ⊂ R. The following statements are equivalent:

1. X is essentially open.
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2. X ∈ L and there exist an open set U ⊂ R and V, W ∈ L , such that V ⊂ U, W ⊂ X\U,
µ(V ) = µ(W ) = 0 and X = (U\V )⊔W.

3. X ∈ L and there exist a set Y ⊂ R with a countable number of connected components and
V, W ∈ L such that V ⊂ Y , W ⊂ X\Y , µ(V ) = µ(W ) = 0 and X = (Y \V )⊔W.

Proof. (I)⇒(II) Assume X is essentially open and let U be an open set such that µ∗(X∆U) = 0.
Since U\X , X\U ⊂ X∆U , we have that µ∗(U\X ) = µ∗(U\X ) = 0, so V := U\X , W := X\U ∈ L
and V ∩W = ;. Finally, since U ∈ L ,

X = (X ∩ U)⊔ (X\U) = [U\(U\X )]⊔ (X\U) = (U\V )⊔W ∈ L .

(II)⇒(I) If V, W, U ∈ L are such that U is open, µ(V ) = µ(W ) = 0 and X = (U\V )⊔W , then

µ∗(X∆U) =µ∗((U\X )⊔ (X\U))⩽ µ∗(U\X ) +µ∗(X\U)
=µ∗(U\((U\V )⊔W )) +µ∗([(U\V )⊔W ]\U)
=µ∗(U ∩ V ∩ (U\W )) +µ∗(W\U)⩽ µ∗(V ) +µ∗(W ) = 0.

We conclude that U is essentially open.

(II)⇒(III) Since every open subset of R has a countable number of connected components,
this is evident.

(III)⇒(II) Let Y ⊂ R with a countable number of connected components and V,fW ∈ L such
that V ∩fW = ;, µ(V ) = µ(fW ) = 0 and X = (Y \V ) ⊔fW . Let {Yn}n∈Λ be the family of connected
components of Y . The Yn are intervals. Let Λ1 be the set of those indices k ∈ Λ such that Ik is just
a point, Λ2 = Λ\Λ1. Define U :=

⋃

n∈Λ2
�Yn and

W :=fW ∪

���

⋃

n∈Λ1

Yn

�

∪

�

⋃

n∈Λ2

Yn\�Yn

��

\V

�

.

U is open and, since W is the union of a zero measure set and a countable set, W ∈ L and
µ(W ) = 0. Finally, V ∩W = ; and

X = (Y \V )⊔fW = (U\V )⊔W. ■

The next result allows us to work with functions f which are not continuous by separating the
continuous and discontinuous parts of f .

Theorem 1.17. Assume f and g are L /B measurable and f is a.e. differentiable and can be
expressed as f1+ f2 where f1 is absolutely continuous and f2(Ω) is countable. If ( f ′)−1(0) is essentially
open, then g ◦ f is L /B measurable.

Proof. Consider an open set U ⊂ R and V, W ∈ L such that µ(V ) = µ(W ) = 0 and ( f ′)−1(0) =
(U\V )⊔W . Let B ∈B . Then g−1(B) ∈ L . Now,

f −1(g−1(B)) = [ f −1(g−1(B))∩ (U\V )]⊔ [ f −1(g−1(B))∩W ]⊔ [ f −1(g−1(B))\( f ′)−1(0)].

Given that f ′ ̸= 0 in Ω \ ( f ′)−1(0), in particular µ∗({x ∈ Ω \ ( f ′)−1(0) : f ′(x) = 0}) = 0, so
we have, by Corollary 1.14, that f −1(g−1(B))\( f ′)−1(0) ∈ L . Also, µ∗( f −1(g−1(B))∩W ) = 0, so
f −1(g−1(B)) ∩W ∈ L . Finally, since U is open, U =

⋃

n∈Λ Un where the {Un}n∈Λ is a countable
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family of pairwise disjoint open intervals. Assume x ∈ (Un\V )∩ f −1(g−1(B)). Let y ∈ Un, x < y .
Since f ′ = 0 on Un\V and µ(V ) = 0, we have that

f (y)− f (x) = f1(y)− f1(x) + f2(y)− f2(x) =

∫

[x ,y]

f ′1(z)d z + f2(y)− f2(x)

=

∫

[x ,y]\V
f ′1(z)d z + f2(y)− f2(x) = f2(y)− f2(x).

Therefore, f takes on Un a countable number of values. f is alsoL /B measurable, so f −1(y) ∈ L
for every y ∈ f (Ω). Thus,

f −1(g−1(B))∩ (U\V ) =

�

⋃

y∈g−1(B)

f −1(y)

�

∩
�

⋃

n∈Λ
Un\V
�

=
⋃

y∈g−1(B)
n∈Λ

f −1(y)∩ (Un\V ).

The number of sets in this last union that is nonempty is countable and, since Un, V, f −1(y) ∈ L ,
we have that f −1(g−1(B))∩ (U\V ) ∈ L .

We conclude that f −1(g−1(B)) ∈ L , so g ◦ f is L /B measurable. ■

From now on we will assume that Ω is an interval. This is no restriction as we can always
extend f to an interval by a constant.

Every function of bounded variation f can be decomposed as fa+ fs+ f j where fa is absolutely
continuous, fs is continuous and singular (that is f ′s = 0 a.e.) and f j is the jump part [4, Theo-
rem 3.16]. The jump part is a countable sum of step functions and contains all of the discontinu-
ities of f . It can be expressed as

f (x) =
∑

t<x

∆+ f (t) +
∑

t⩽x

∆− f (t)

and clearly it has a countable image, so we have the following corollary of Theorem 1.17.

Corollary 1.18. Assume Ω is an interval. If g is measurable, f is of bounded variation, fs = 0 and
( f ′)−1(0) is essentially open, then g ◦ f is L /B measurable.

Remark 1.19. Again, Corollary 1.18 cannot be applied to Example 1.2. Since f ′ is continu-
ous, ( f ′)−1(0) is closed, but in this case it is not essentially open. To see this, first observe that
( f ′)−1(0) = C ∪ Y where Y is a countable set formed by the middle points of the connected com-
ponents of I\C . Since µ(Y ) = 0, ( f ′)−1(0) is essentially open if and only if C is. Assume, that C
is essentially open and we will arrive to a contradiction. Let U ⊂ R be an open set and V, W ∈ L ,
V ⊂ U , such that V ∩W = ;, µ(V ) = µ(W ) = 0 and C = (U\V )⊔W .

Take x ∈ U\V . Then there exist r ∈ R+ such that (x − r, x + r) ⊂ U . Since x ∈ C , x ∈
∂ (I\C), so there exists y ∈ (x − r, x + r)\C . Since I\C is open, there exists s ∈ R+ such that
(y − s, y + s) ⊂ (x − r, x + r)\C . Thus, µ(C ∩ (x − r, x + r)) = µ(((x − r, x + r)\V ) ⊔W ) = 2r.
Therefore, µ((x − r, x + r)\C) = 0 and, since (y − s, y + s) ⊂ (x − r, x + r)\C , we have that
µ((y − s, y + s)) = 0, which is a contradiction.
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