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1 Introduction

Recall the example we introduced last lecture as follows.

Example 1. Suppose p : Rn → R satisfies p(x) ≥ 0 for all x ∈ C and
∫
C p(x)dx = 1, where

C ⊆ Rn is convex. Then ∫
C
p(x)xdx ∈ C,

if the integral exists.

How to show the claim in Example 1 rigorously? In this lecture, we introduce a suite of powerful
tools in convex analysis, called separation theorems.

2 Projection

Consider a closed convex set C ⊆ Rn and a point x ∈ Rn. If there is a point z ∈ C that is closest
to x, we call z the projection of x on C, which is denoted by ΠC(x) = z. That is, the point z solves
the optimization problem as follows

inf
y∈C

∥x− y∥2. (1)

Question 1.

1. Can we always find a solution z to the problem in (1)?

2. Is the projection unique?

Indeed, the projection is always well defined, which is confirmed by the result as follows.

Theorem 1. Suppose that the set C ⊆ Rn is nonempty, convex, and closed. Then, for every
x ∈ Rn, there exists exactly one point z ∈ C that is closest to x.

Proof.
We first show the existence by the Extreme Value Theorem. We denote the objective function

of the problem in (1) by

f(y) = ∥x− y∥2,

which is clearly a continuous function of y. Let y0 be an arbitrary point in C, and

r = ∥x− y0∥.
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Figure 1: Illustration of the idea to prove Theorem 1. The left and right figures illustrate the
idea to prove the existence and the uniqueness of the projection of a given point with respect to a
nonempty closed convex set, respectively.

Then, if we denote the intersection of the ball B(x, r) and C by C ′, we can conclude that C ′ is
nonempty, as it at least includes y0. We can see that the problem

inf
y∈C′

f(y) (2)

shares the same solution set with the problem in (1).
We next show that C ′ is compact. Indeed, as both the ball B(x, r) and C are closed, the set

C ′ is closed as well. Moreover, the boundedness of B(x, r) implies that C ′ must be bounded. All
together, we conclude that the set C ′ is compact.

Due to the continuity of f and the compactness of C ′, the Extreme Value Theorem immediately
leads to the existence of z.

We next show the uniqueness of z. Suppose that two different point z1 and z2 solve the
optimization problem in (1). Let

γ = f(z1) = f(z2) = min
y∈C

∥x− y∥2.

Consider the point

z0 =
z1 + z2

2
.

Then, the Pythagorean theorem leads to

∥z0 − x∥2 = γ2 − 1

4
∥z1 − z2∥2 < γ2,

a contradiction. This show that z must be unique.

We next give an useful result that characterizes projections.

Lemma 1. Suppose that C is a nonempty closed convex set and let x ∈ Rn. Then,

z = ΠC(x) ⇔ ⟨x− z,y − z⟩ ≤ 0, ∀y ∈ C.
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The above inequality is the so-called variational inequality.

Proof.
(⇒) Suppose that z = ΠC(x). For any y ∈ C, we define

g(t) = f(z+ t(y − z)) = ∥x− z− t(y − z)∥2 = ∥x− z∥2 − 2t⟨x− z,y − z⟩+ t2∥y − z∥2. (3)

For any t ∈ (0, 1], we can see that,

g(0) < g(t), (why does this strict inequality hold?)

leading to

2⟨x− z,y − z⟩ < t∥y − z∥2.

As the above inequality holds for any t ∈ (0, 1], we can conclude that

⟨x− z,y − z⟩ ≤ 0.

(⇐) Suppose that

⟨x− z,y − z⟩ ≤ 0, ∀y ∈ C.

Eq. (3) implies that g(0) < g(1) for any y ̸= z, that is

f(z) < f(y), ∀y ∈ C,y ̸= z.

Thus, the point z must be the projection of x on C.

Question 2. What if C is an affine set in Lemma 1?

Theorem 2 (Nonexpansiveness). Suppose that C ⊆ Rn is closed and convex. Then, for all
x,y ∈ Rn, we have

∥ΠC(x)−ΠC(y)∥ ≤ ∥x− y∥.

Proof.
Lemma 1 leads to

⟨x−ΠC(x),ΠC(y)−ΠC(x)⟩ ≤ 0,

⟨y −ΠC(y),ΠC(x)−ΠC(y)⟩ ≤ 0.

Adding both sides we have

∥ΠC(x)−ΠC(y)∥2 + ⟨ΠC(x)−ΠC(y),y − x⟩ ≤ 0,

which implies that

∥ΠC(x)−ΠC(y)∥2 ≤ ⟨ΠC(x)−ΠC(y),x− y⟩ ≤ ∥ΠC(x)−ΠC(y)∥∥x− y∥.

The claim follows immediately.

Remark 1. We indeed have better results than nonexpansiveness, that is, firmly nonexpansive-
ness.
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3 Hyperplanes

Definition 1. [2] A hyperplane H ⊂ Rn is an (n− 1)-dimensional affine subset of Rn, that is,

H = {x ∈ Rn : ℓ(x) = α}

is the level set of a nontrivial linear function ℓ : Rn → R. If ℓ takes the form of

ℓ(x) = ⟨a,x⟩

for a ̸= 0 in Rn, then

H = H(a,α) = {x ∈ Rn : ⟨a,x⟩ = α}.

Definition 2. Let H = H(a,α) be a hyperplane in Rn. The hyperplane H separates Rn into two
closed half-spaces:

H+
(a,α) = {x ∈ Rn : ⟨a,x⟩ ≥ α},

H−
(a,α) = {x ∈ Rn : ⟨a,x⟩ ≤ α}.

We denote the corresponding open half-spaces by

H++
(a,α) = {x ∈ Rn : ⟨a,x⟩ > α},

H−−
(a,α) = {x ∈ Rn : ⟨a,x⟩ < α}.

Definition 3. Let C1 and C2 be two nonempty sets and H := H(a,α) a hyperplane in Rn.

1. H is called a separating hyperplane for the sets C1 and C2 if they are contained in the
two closed half-spaces determined by H, respectively, e.g., C1 ⊆ H+

(a,α) and C2 ⊆ H−
(a,α).

2. H is called a strictly separating hyperplane for the sets C1 and C2 if they are contained
in the two open half-spaces determined by H, respectively, e.g., C1 ⊆ H++

(a,α) and C2 ⊆ H−−
(a,α).

3. H is called a strongly separating hyperplane for the sets C1 and C2 if there exists β and
γ with γ < α < β, such that C1 ⊆ H−

(a,γ) and C2 ⊆ H+
(a,β).

4. H is called a properly separating hyperplane for the sets C1 and C2 if H separates C1

and C2, and C1 and C2 are not both contained in the hyperplane H.

If there exists a hyperplane H separating the sets C1 and C2 in one of the senses above, we say that
C1 and C2 can be separated, strictly separated, strongly separated, properly separated, respectively.

Question 3. Can you find an example in which C1 and C2 can be strictly separated instead of
being strongly separated?

4 Separation Theorems

4.1 Separation between a Point and a Convex Set

Theorem 3. Let C ⊆ Rn be a nonempty closed convex set, and let x0 /∈ C. Then, the set C and
the point x0 can be strongly separated, that is, there exists a nonzero a ∈ Rn and α < β such that
C ⊆ H−

(a,α) and x0 ∈ H+
(a,β).
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Figure 2: Separation Theorems (Theorems 3 and 4).

Proof. Theorem 1 implies the existence and uniqueness of the projection of x0 on C. We define

a = x0 −ΠC(x0).

As x0 /∈ C, the vector a ̸= 0. We then define

α =⟨a,ΠC(x0)⟩,
β =⟨a,x0⟩.

Then,

β − α = ⟨a,x0 −ΠC(x0)⟩ = ∥a∥2.

Thus, we have α < β.

We now show that C ⊆ H−
(a,α) and x0 ∈ H+

(a,β). The latter is trivial, as x0 ∈ H(a,β) ⊂ H+
(a,β).

To show the former, we note that for any y ∈ C, we have

⟨a,y⟩ = ⟨a,y −ΠC(x0) + ΠC(x0)⟩ = ⟨a,y −ΠC(x0)⟩+ α.

By Lemma 1, we have

⟨a,y −ΠC(x0)⟩ ≤ 0.

Combining the above two inequalities, we have

⟨a,y⟩ ≤ α, ∀y ∈ C,

which is equivalent to C ⊆ H−
(a,α). The proof is complete.

Theorem 3 leads to an important characterization of closed convex sets, which is stated as
follows.

Corollary 1. [1] The closure of the convex hull of a set C is the intersection of the closed half-
spaces that contain C. In particular, a closed convex set is the intersection of the closed half-spaces
that contain it.
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Proof. Let S be the intersection of all closed half-spaces that contain C. As every closed half-space
containing C must also contain cl (conv C) (why?), we must have cl (conv C) ⊂ S.

To show the reverse direction, we note that, for any x /∈ cl (conv C)—by Theorem 3—we
can find a hyperplane H strongly separating x and cl (conv C). Thus, the corresponding closed
half-space induced by H that contains cl (conv C) does not contain x, so x /∈ S. This shows that
cl (conv C) ⊃ S.

If the set C in Theorem 3 is not closed, the set C and the point x0 /∈ C may not be strongly
separated, as x0 can be a boundary point of C.

Definition 4. Let C ⊆ Rn be a nonempty set, and x0 a point in its boundary bd C, i.e.,

x0 ∈ bd C = cl C \ int C.

A hyperplane H := H(a,α) is called a supporting hyperplane to C at the point x0 if x0 ∈ H(a,α)

and C ⊆ H−
(a,α), that is,

⟨a,x⟩ ≤ ⟨a,x0⟩ = α, ∀x ∈ C.

Theorem 4 (Supporting Hyperplane Theorem). Let C ⊆ Rn be a nonempty convex set, and
x0 a point in its boundary bd C. Then, there exists a hyperplane supporting C at x0.

Proof. To simplify notations, let C̄ = cl C.
As x0 ∈ bd C, we can find a sequence (xk) with xk /∈ cl C, k = 1, 2, . . ., and xk → x0 (why?).

We then construct a sequence of unit norm vectors by

ak =
xk −ΠC̄(xk)

∥xk −ΠC̄(xk)∥
.

Notice that cl C is a closed convex set and xk /∈ cl C, k = 1, 2, . . .. By Theorem 3, we have

⟨ak,y⟩ ≤ ⟨ak,xk⟩, ∀y ∈ C.

As ∥ak∥ = 1 for all k = 1, 2, . . . ,, there exists a converging subsequence. Without loss of generality,
we assume that ak → a. Passing to the limit on both sides of the above inequality, we have

⟨a,y⟩ ≤ ⟨a,x0⟩, ∀y ∈ C,

which completes the proof (α = ⟨a,x0⟩).

Remark 2. To show Theorem 4, we construct convergent sequence so that we can apply the result
in Theorem 3. Indeed, different convergent sequences may lead to different separating hyperplanes.
Some of them are useful, that is, they can help us to distinguish different sets, while some of them
are not. For example, consider R3. Let

C = {x : x21 + x22 ≤ 1, x3 = 0}, x0 = (1, 0, 0)⊤.

Clearly, x0 is a boundary point of C. Consider two sequences as follows.

(x
(1)
k = (1 + 1/n, 0, 0)), (x

(2)
k = (1, 0, 1/n)).

We can see that the hyperplanes induced by the above two sequences are

H(1) = {x : x1 = 1}, H(2) = {x : x3 = 0}.

Clearly, the hyperplane H(1) can help to distinguish the point x0 from C, while H(2) can not.
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Remark 3. by Theorem 4, we can find a hyperplane such that it passes through x0 ∈ cl C and
separates x0 from C. Geometrically, this hyperplane just touches C and it is said to be supporting
C at x0.

However, given a nonempty set C—which may not be convex—and a point x0 ∈ bd C, the
hyperplane supporting C at x0 may not even exist, e.g., C = [0, 1] ∩Q and x0 = 0.5.
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Figure 3: Separating Hyperplane Theorem.

4.2 Separation between Convex Sets

Theorem 5 (Separating Hyperplane Theorem). Let C1 and C2 be two nonempty convex sets
in Rn. If C1 and C2 are disjoint, i.e., C1 ∩ C2 = ∅, there exists a hyperplane that separates them.

Proof. Consider the convex (why?) set:

C = C1 − C2 = {x ∈ Rn : x = x1 − x2, x1 ∈ C1,x2 ∈ C2}.

As C1 ∩ C2 = ∅, we have 0 /∈ C. Then, we have two possible cases.

1. The set C is closed. As 0 /∈ C, Theorem 3 implies that C and 0 can be strongly separated.

2. The set C is not closed. As 0 /∈ C, we have two possible cases.

(a) 0 /∈ cl C. Again, by Theorem 3, the point 0 and cl C can be strongly separated. Thus,
the point 0 and C can be strongly separated, as well.

(b) 0 ∈ cl C. As 0 /∈ C, the point 0 must be a boundary point of C (indeed, 0 is a
relative boundary point of C). Theorem 4 implies that 0 and C can be separated (by
the supporting hyperplane).

All together, we can conclue that, the set C and 0 can be separated, i.e., there exists a vector
a ̸= 0 such that

⟨a,x⟩ ≥ 0, ∀x ∈ C,

which is equivalent to

⟨a,x1⟩ ≥ ⟨a,x2⟩, x1 ∈ C1, x2 ∈ C2.

If we let α = infx1∈C1 ⟨a,x1⟩, the above inequality implies that C1 ⊆ H+
(a,α) and C2 ⊆ H−

(a,α). This
completes the proof.
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H(a,↵)

<latexit sha1_base64="xNBT18cQk8LjMybMZ43L256xyUo=">AAAB8XicbVDLSgMxFL1TX7W+qi7dBIvgqswUUZdFNy4r2Ae2Q8mkd9rQTGZIMkIZ+hduXCji1r9x59+YtrPQ1gOBwzn3knNPkAiujet+O4W19Y3NreJ2aWd3b/+gfHjU0nGqGDZZLGLVCahGwSU2DTcCO4lCGgUC28H4dua3n1BpHssHM0nQj+hQ8pAzaqz02IuoGQVhRqf9csWtunOQVeLlpAI5Gv3yV28QszRCaZigWnc9NzF+RpXhTOC01Es1JpSN6RC7lkoaofazeeIpObPKgISxsk8aMld/b2Q00noSBXZyllAvezPxP6+bmvDaz7hMUoOSLT4KU0FMTGbnkwFXyIyYWEKZ4jYrYSOqKDO2pJItwVs+eZW0alXvslq7v6jUb/I6inACp3AOHlxBHe6gAU1gIOEZXuHN0c6L8+58LEYLTr5zDH/gfP4A3JCRDA==</latexit>a

<latexit sha1_base64="0DLPKYG4xzaRkJI59VNfCsXAcTo=">AAAB6HicbVDLTgJBEOzFF+IL9ehlIjHxRHaJUY9ELh4hkUcCGzI79MLI7OxmZtaEEL7AiweN8eonefNvHGAPClbSSaWqO91dQSK4Nq777eQ2Nre2d/K7hb39g8Oj4vFJS8epYthksYhVJ6AaBZfYNNwI7CQKaRQIbAfj2txvP6HSPJYPZpKgH9Gh5CFn1FipUesXS27ZXYCsEy8jJchQ7xe/eoOYpRFKwwTVuuu5ifGnVBnOBM4KvVRjQtmYDrFrqaQRan+6OHRGLqwyIGGsbElDFurviSmNtJ5Ege2MqBnpVW8u/ud1UxPe+lMuk9SgZMtFYSqIicn8azLgCpkRE0soU9zeStiIKsqMzaZgQ/BWX14nrUrZuy5XGlel6l0WRx7O4BwuwYMbqMI91KEJDBCe4RXenEfnxXl3PpatOSebOYU/cD5/AJgvjM4=</latexit>

C

<latexit sha1_base64="2DkqapNaMX2OFuMPaKgRQkxztRw=">AAAB83icbVDLSgMxFL2pr1pfVZdugkVwVWaKqMuiG5cV7AM6Q8mkmTY0kxmSjFiG/oYbF4q49Wfc+Tdm2llo64HA4Zx7uScnSATXxnG+UWltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z+oHh51dJwqyto0FrHqBUQzwSVrG24E6yWKkSgQrBtMbnO/+8iU5rF8MNOE+REZSR5ySoyVPC8iZhyE2dNs4AyqNafuzIFXiVuQGhRoDapf3jCmacSkoYJo3XedxPgZUYZTwWYVL9UsIXRCRqxvqSQR0342zzzDZ1YZ4jBW9kmD5+rvjYxEWk+jwE7mGfWyl4v/ef3UhNd+xmWSGibp4lCYCmxinBeAh1wxasTUEkIVt1kxHRNFqLE1VWwJ7vKXV0mnUXcv6437i1rzpqijDCdwCufgwhU04Q5a0AYKCTzDK7yhFL2gd/SxGC2hYucY/gB9/gArJpHG</latexit>x0

(c) A convex set lying on a hyperplane

Figure 4: Illustration of Lemma 2

Remark 4. One of the reasons why the separating theorems are important is that we want a
(simple) method to distinguish sets from one another. Given two sets, if they can be separated
by a hyperplane—that is, they are contained in the two closed half-spaces determined by the
hyperplane—we would like the linear function associated with the hyperplane takes different values
on points in these two sets. However, in some cases, even we can separate two convex sets in
the sense of the first part in Definition 2, the linear function associated with the hyperplane may
take the same value on the two sets, that is, we can not distinguish the two sets by the linear
function. For example, consider the unit disk C1 = {x ∈ R3 : ∥x∥ ≤ 1, x3 = 0} and the x-axis
C2 = {x ∈ R3 : x2 = x3 = 0} in R3. These two sets are both convex and can be separated by the
x, y plane. However, the corresponding linear function ℓ(x) = ⟨(0, 0, 1),x⟩ takes the same value on
both sets. Notice that, the aforementioned two sets are overlapping, as C1 ∩ C2 ̸= ∅.

Thus, we introduce the proper separation theorem, which turns out to be useful in some
important optimization scenarios and is more consistent with our intuition on the geometrical
meaning of separation.

We first introduce a useful lemma.

Lemma 2. Let C be a nonempty convex set and a hyperplane H that contains C in one of its
closed half-spaces in Rn. Then,

C ⊂ H ⇔ relint C ∩H ̸= ∅.

Proof. (⇒) Suppose that C ⊂ H. Then, we must have relint C ⊂ H as relint C ⊆ C, and thus
relint C ∩H ̸= ∅.

(⇐) Suppose that relint C ∩ H ̸= ∅. Let x0 ∈ relint C ∩ H and H = H(a,α) with a ̸= 0.

Without loss of generality, we assume that C ⊆ H+
(a,α), i.e.,

⟨a,x⟩ ≥ α = ⟨a,x0⟩, ∀x ∈ C,

which is equivalent to

⟨a,x− x0⟩ ≥ 0, ∀x ∈ C. (4)
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As x0 is a relative interior of C, for any x ∈ C and x ̸= x0, we can find a small positive number ϵ
such that (why?)

xτ = x0 − τ(x− x0) ∈ C, ∀ τ ∈ [0, ϵ).

Thus, for any τ ∈ [0, ϵ), we have

⟨a,xτ − x0⟩ ≥ 0 ⇒ −τ⟨a,x− x0⟩ ≥ 0 ⇒ ⟨a,x− x0⟩ ≤ 0.

In view of the inequality in (4), we can conclude that

⟨a,x− x0⟩ = 0 ⇒ ⟨a,x⟩ = ⟨a,x0⟩ = α.

Thus, we have x ∈ H, which implies that C ⊆ H, as x is an arbitrary point in C.

Theorem 6 (Proper Separation Theorem). [1] Let C ⊆ Rn be a nonempty convex set, and
x0 ∈ Rn be a vector. There exists a hyperplane that properly separates C and x0 if and only if
x0 /∈ relint C.

Proof. (⇒) Suppose that there exists a hyperplane H(a,α) that properly separates C and x0. We
have two possibilities.

1. The point x0 /∈ H(a,α). Without loss of generality, we assume that x0 ∈ H++
(a,α) and C ⊆ H−

(a,α).

Then, we must have x0 /∈ C and thus x0 /∈ relint C.

2. The set C ⊈ H(a,α). Without loss of generality, we assume that x0 ∈ H+
(a,α) and C ⊆ H−

(a,α).

Due to Lemma 2, we have relint C ∩ H = ∅, which implies that relint C ⊆ H−−
(a,α). Thus,

we can conclude that x0 /∈ relint C.

(⇐) Conversely, suppose that x0 /∈ relint C. To show the existence of the hyperplane that
properly separates C and x0, we consider two cases as follows.

1. The point x0 /∈ aff C. As aff C is closed and convex, Theorem 3 implies that x0 and aff C
can be strongly separated, and thus x0 and C can be properly separated.

2. The point x0 ∈ aff C. We have two possibilities.

(a) The point x0 /∈ cl C. Again, by Theorem 3, there exists a hyperplane that can strongly
separate x0 and C and thus also properly separate x0 and C.

(b) The point x0 ∈ cl C. As x0 /∈ relint C, the point x0 must be a relative boundary point
of C. We consider two cases as follows.

i. rank(aff C) = n. Then, the point x0 is indeed a boundary point of C. By the
Supporting Hyperplane Theorem, there exists a hyperplane H(a,α) supporting C at
x0, i.e.,

⟨a,x⟩ ≤ ⟨a,x0⟩ = α, ∀x ∈ C.

We can see that int C ∩H(a,α) = ∅ (why?). Then, Lemma 2 implies that C ⊈ H,
that is, H(a,α) properly separates C and x0.

9
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ii. rank(aff C) < n. Let S be the subspace that is parallel to aff C, and consider the
set Ĉ = C + S⊥. Clearly, rank(aff Ĉ) = n, and x0 ∈ bd Ĉ. By a similar argument
with the last part, we can find a hyperplane H that properly separates x0 and Ĉ,
and thus properly separates x0 and C as well.

All together, the proof is complete.

Theorem 7 (Proper Separation of Two Convex Sets). [1] Let C1 and C2 be two nonempty
convex subsets of Rn. There exists a hyperplane that properly separates C1 and C2 if and only if

relint C1 ∩ relint C2 = ∅.

10



Lecture 05. Separation Theorems

References

[1] D. Bertsekas. Convex Optimization Theory. Athena Scientific, 2009.
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