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Abstract

Mathematical structuralism can be understood as a theory of mathematical ontology,
of the objects that mathematics is about. It can also be understood as a theory of the
semantics for mathematical discourse, of how and to what mathematical terms refer. In
this paper we propose an epistemological interpretation of mathematical structuralism.
According to this interpretation, the main epistemological claim is that mathematical
knowledge is purely structural in character; mathematical statements contain purely
structural information. To make this more precise, we invoke a notion that is central to
mathematical epistemology, the notion of (informal) proof. Appealing to the notion of
proof, an epistemological version of the structuralist thesis can be formulated as: Every
mathematical statement that is provable expresses purely structural information. We
introduce a bi-modal framework that formalizes the notions of structural information
and informal provability in order to draw connections between them and confirm that
the epistemological structuralist thesis holds.

Keywords Mathematical structuralism · Informal provability · Mathematical
epistemology · Modal semantics · Bi-modal logics

1 Introduction

Mathematical structuralism is usually viewed as a theory about mathematical ontology
(‘What is mathematics about?’) and about the semantics of mathematical discourse
(‘To what kind of objects do mathematical terms refer?’). However, it can also be
understood as a claim about the epistemology of mathematics, that is, about the nature
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of mathematical knowledge. The central epistemological claim made by structuralists
is that mathematical knowledge is purely structural in character. It is the claim that
warranted mathematical statements express purely structural information about the
objects of their subject field. Let us call this the structuralist thesis in mathematics.1

How can we qualify the thesis? To do this, it seems reasonable to first address
two other questions, namely (i) what is constitutive for mathematical knowledge,
and (ii) what does structural information consist of? Regarding the first point, the
central method for gaining mathematical knowledge is clearly the method of proof
and the practice of proving theorems. Thus, we know that a mathematical statement
is true just in case there exists a proof of it. Importantly, in mathematical practice,
proofs are usually understood to be informal, to be contrasted with a formal notion of
proof or derivability specified relative to a logical system of deduction. Given this, the
structuralist thesis in mathematics seems conceptually closely related to the method of
proving. We can thus reformulate it as follows: Mathematical theorems express only
structural information about the objects of their subject domain.

This claim has been defended by several proponents of a structuralist account of
mathematics. Compare, for instance, Hellman for such a view:

On a structuralist view, (...), the mathematician claims knowledge of structural
relationships on the basis of proofs from assumptions that are frequently taken
as stipulative of the sort of structure(s) one means to be investigating (1989, p.
5).

This description immediately raises the second question mentioned above, namely
how the ‘structural relationships’ between objects should be understood in the context
of mathematics. When is a piece of information about mathematical objects (such as
graphs, rings, or number systems) structural in character? Notice that many statements
about such objects clearly do not express structural information, such as the claims
that Peterson graphs have a beautiful composition or that natural numbers are abstract
objects.

The structuralist thesis therefore calls for a principled distinction between structural
and non-structural information about mathematical objects. One prominent idea to
characterize structurality in this sense is in terms of the notion of invariance under
certain transformations or mappings. Generally speaking, a statement about some
mathematical objects is said to have structural content just in case this content is
preserved under particular transformations. That is, a piece of information about the
objects of a given class is structural in case it meets certain invariance criteria (to be
specified relative to this class).2

1 As discussed in more detail below, different versions of this epistemological thesis can be found in the
literature on both eliminative and non-eliminative forms of structuralism. Consider, for instance, Shapiro
(1997): “Mathematics is the deductive study of structures. The mathematician gives a description of the
structure in question, independently of any systems this structure may be the structure of. Anything the
mathematician, qua mathematician, goes on to say about the structure must follow from this description.
(...) mathematics is distinguished by its deductive epistemology.” (ibid, p. 98) Compare the quote from
Hellman (1989) below for a similar characterization of the structuralist thesis.
2 In the philosophy of logic and mathematics, it is frequently held that the notion of invariance provides a
general criterion for structurality or formality in these fields. Compare, for instance, Sher (1991; 2008) and
Sagi & Woods (2021).
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The aim of this paper is to make the structuralist thesis logically precise and to
show that it is true for mathematic knowledge. We will do so in terms of a formal
reconstruction of the two central components of the thesis, namely (i) the notion
of informal proof and (ii) the notion of structural information about mathematical
objects. Specifically, we propose to describe each notion in a particular modal logic.
Concerning (i), this will be the S4 modal logic of informal provability discussed in
Gödel (1933), Shapiro (1985), and Leitgeb (2009). Following Leitgeb and others, we
hold that the method of proving statements in mathematical practice usually does not
align with the notion of formal provability in some formal system. Moreover, the
notion of informal provability, of proofs not relativized to a formal system, should
be viewed as a ‘modal expression’. Similarly, concerning (ii), we will give a modal
reconstruction of the notion of structural information in terms of a Kripke semantics for
mathematical languages by introducing a structurality operator. This operator attaches
to a sentence, to indicate that the sentence expresses structural information. We show
that an S5 modal system adequately describes the logical behaviour of this operator.
With the two logics of informal provability and structurality in place, we will finally
give a precise modal reconstruction of the structuralist thesis based on a bi-modal
framework, and argue that this reconstruction of the structuralist thesis holds.

The paper is organized as follows: Sect. 2 first outlines an account of structural
information about mathematical objects in terms of an invariance condition. This
account is specified logically in terms of an S5 modal logic of structural information.
Section 3 then discusses the S4 modal logic of informal provability and a suitable
interpretation of it in terms of a Kripke semantics. In Sect. 4, we discuss a combination
of the two modal systems in terms of constructing the product of the two Kripke frames
and give a proof of the structuralist thesis in the resulting bi-modal logic. Section 5 then
gives a more philosophical discussion of the conceptual connection between informal
provability and structurality. Section 6 contains a brief summary of our findings.

2 Structural information: a modal framework

In the context of mathematical structuralism, the predicate ‘. . . is structural’ is usually
attached to properties of, or relations between, mathematical entities, where these
entities are (mere) positions in larger mathematical structures. Each natural number, for
example, is a position in the natural number structure; each real number is a position in
the real number structure. These positions have structural and non-structural properties.
For example, being odd is a structural property; being abstract is arguably a non-
structural property.3 How can one further specify the notion of structural properties?
One way to characterize the difference between structural and non-structural properties
is in terms of invariance under isomorphism, where structural properties are those that
are preserved in each isomorphic system.4

3 Compare, e.g., Benacerraf (1965), Shapiro (1997) and Leitgeb (2020) on the significance of structural
properties or structural relations in mathematics.
4 See, in particular, Linnebo (2008), Linnebo & Pettigrew (2014), and Korbmacher & Schiemer (2018) for
present several different characterizations of the distinction between structural and non-structural properties,
including the invariance account.
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More precisely, systems have the form 〈D, R1 . . . Ri , f1 . . . f j , c1 . . . ck〉, compris-
ing a domain, some primitive relations and operations on the domain, as well as some
primitive elements of the domain. A given system may be of a recognizable mathe-
matical type, such as a graph, or a group, or a field. For example, a system S = 〈G, ·〉

is a group, which is a basic system of a specific mathematical type, comprising a set
G and a single primitive operation on G.

Systems can be described by formal languages that have a particular signature,
which contains symbols that interpret the system’s primitive relations, operations and
elements of the domain. A system interpreted by a particular language L is called an
L-system. For example, L may be the first-order language of group theory. The theory
of groups contains the group axioms, which are formulated in this language. And
what makes an L-system, such as S above, a group is the fact that it satisfies the group
axioms, where satisfaction of a formula by an L-system is defined in the usual way.
Two L-systems are isomorphic (under the relevant signature) when there is a bijective
mapping between the domains of the systems that preserves the primitive relations. A
property or relation of an entity in the domain of a system is then structural iff it holds
of the matching objects in each isomorphic system.5

2.1 Amodal operator for structural information

This paper offers a different approach to the notion of structurality, giving it an episte-
mological spin. According to this approach, the informal predicate ‘. . . is structural’
is something that attaches to sentences, which we will take to be (or at least to rep-
resent) objects of knowledge. As one does with properties and relations, one can
distinguish between structural and non-structural sentences. More specifically, we say
that a sentence is structural when it provides purely structural information concerning
the entities it is about. For example, in the system Z of the integers, the following
important result from number theory is a structural sentence.

Euclidean Division. Given integers a and d with d ≥ 1, there exist unique integers q

and r such that a = dq + r and 0 ≤ r ≤ d − 1.

This theorem, formulated as a sentence in the language of number theory, arguably
expresses a piece of structural information about any system of integers. How can
the structural nature of its semantic content be further specified? Interestingly, the
distinction between structural and non-structural sentences can again be made more
precise by using the notion of invariance. A sentence, which holds according to a
mathematical system of a given type, is structural if and only if it is true according to
each isomorphic system. That is, a sentence expresses purely structural information
about a mathematical object just in case the information also applies to all isomorphic

5 Compare again Korbmacher & Schiemer (2018) for a more detailed discussion. We note that this definition
does not rule out structural properties that hold across non-isomorphic structures. For example, theorems
about groups will characterize structural properties that hold of all groups, even though not all groups
are isomorphic to one another. The above specification of structural properties in terms of isomorphism
invariance simply imposes that if a property applies to a particular structure, then it also applies to any
structure isomorphic to it.
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copies of the object considered.6 For example, the Euclidean division theorem holds
in the ring of integers, and it is structural because it holds in any system of entities
that is isomorphic to the integers.

With this approach in mind, structurality can be seen as an operator, which attaches
to a sentence, φ, resulting in a new sentence that says ‘φ is structural’. If a sentence is
structural, and it holds according to a system of objects, then we say that it is structurally
true according to the system. And what this means is that the sentence holds according
to each system that is isomorphic to the original. Thus, the structurality operator can be
viewed informally as a qualification of the mode of truth of mathematical statements.
The Euclidean division theorem is true of the ring of integers in a particular way,
namely it is structurally true in the sense described above.

It is important to emphasize that structurality is not specified as a predicate but as a
sentential operator in the present context. Thus, combined with a sentence, the operator
yields a new sentence. This choice comes with a deliberate limitation of expressive
power and a restriction to the propositional level. As introduced here, we want to
understand the informal expression “... is structural” as a specification of the type of
information expressed by sentences. The mathematical sentences considered (as in the
case of Euclidean division) usually have a more complex logical or quantificational
structure. But in the theory of structural information outlined here, they function as
atomic propositions. Understood as a sentential operator, structurality is thus similar
to the necessity operator of modal logic.7 According to the standard modal semantics
for necessity, a sentence is necessarily true at a world iff it is true at every accessible
possible world. Similarly, on our approach a sentence is structurally true in a system
iff it is true in every isomorphic system. On this analogy, modal worlds or states are
simply understood as systems or models in the model theoretic sense of the term.
The ‘accessible worlds’ of a system, in turn, are just its isomorphic systems. In what
follows, we use these similarities to develop a modal semantics for the structurality
operator.

2.2 Amodal semantics for structural information

Modal semantics allow for the interpretation of languages with modal operators, like
the familiar � and ♦, which are often used to represent some form of necessity and
possibility. The semantics are given in terms of Kripke models, which in the propo-
sitional case are ordered triples M = 〈W,R, I〉. Here, W is a set of points, usually
called ‘worlds’ in the context of the alethic modalities. The accessibility relation R

is a binary relation on points in W , and I is a function that provides assignments for
different parts of the language in question.

Each closed formula, φ, of the language can be assigned a truth value, I(w, φ), at
each world w. Truth conditions for non-modal formulas are given in the usual way.

6 The idea to define structurality in terms of isomorphism invariance has been frequently discussed in the
literature on mathematical structuralism. Compare, e.g., Linnebo (2008), Linnebo and Pettigrew (2014) and
Schiemer and Wigglesworth (2019)
7 See Stern (2015) for a recent study of a predicate-based approach to modal logic.
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For the modal operator �, we have:

I(w,�φ) = 1 iff, for all w′ ∈ W such that wRw′, I(w′, φ) = 1

When � represents some form of necessity, the truth conditions indicate that φ is
necessarily true at a world when φ is true at every accessible possible world.

In this paper, we deploy the modal semantics to capture a notion of structurality
as it applies to sentences, indicating when a sentence express purely structural infor-
mation. The structurality operator, which we represent as S, attaches to sentences of
a mathematical language, such that Sφ says that φ is structurally true. Recall that a
sentence is structurally true, according to a system of objects, when it is true according
to every isomorphic system of objects.

This approach suggests a model theory in which the worlds of the Kripke models
(the points in W) are mathematical systems. For simplicity we give the details for
purely relational systems of the form 〈D, P1, . . . , Pn〉, though this can be extended to
include primitive elements of the domain and primitive operations on the domain. The
accessibility relation holds between two systems of a particular mathematical type
when they are isomorphic. We use triples Ms = 〈Ws,Rs, Is〉 to refer to Kripke mod-
els for this modal logic of structural information. As has been suggested in Schiemer
and Wigglesworth (2019), we take the set of worlds in Ms to consist of mathemat-
ical systems of specified mathematical types. Given two systems of the same type,
i.e, two worlds w,w′ ∈ Ws , we have that wRsw

′ if and only if there is a bijective
function f from the domain D of w to the domain D′ of w′ such that for each P in
the relevant signature, (∀x1, ..., xn ∈ D)[P(x1, ..., xn) ↔ P( f (x1), ..., f (xn))], with
f (x1), ..., f (xn) ∈ D′. The notion of isomorphism generates an equivalence relation
between systems, a relation that is reflexive, symmetric, and transitive. A modal logic
in which the accessibility relation is reflexive, symmetric, and transitive corresponds
to an S5 modal logic. Using the accessibility relation to represent when two systems
are isomorphic thus gives us an S5 modal logic of structural information.

This framework is intended to be a general framework for the formal representation
of pure mathematics, applicable to mathematical systems of various types (graphs,
groups, rings, number systems, spaces, etc).8 The worlds in Ws comprise mathematical
systems of different types, where systems of a particular type may be isomorphic to one
another, according to the notion of isomorphism appropriate for that type.9 Moreover,
one could think of the formal language of structural mathematics to be a first-order

8 One could think of a comprehensive mathematical universe in which these different types of mathematical
systems can be represented. For instance, one might take it to be the cumulative hierarchy of sets. This
would allow one to represent all mathematical objects (or systems) as structured sets living in this universe.
9 Note that to speak about the collection of all systems of a particular mathematical type or of particular
isomorphism types does, strictly speaking, commit one to the assumption of the existence of class-sized
objects. Moreover, if one assumes that the set of all such systems exists, then also the union of their domains
exist, and arguably also the set of all mathematical objects. We will not address the philosophical worries
this conclusion might give rise to, though it is worth mentioning that one way to avoid the issue of proper
classes would be to use the language of plurals. See, for instance, Boolos (1985), Hellman (1996) or Linnebo
(2013) for related discussion. We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for emphasizing this point to
us.
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language of set theory, extended by non-logical constants (of each type and arity) in
order to express the different mathematical types.

The approach outlined above is similar to a view known as set-theoretic structural-
ism (cf. Reck and Price (2000), Hellman and Shapiro (2019), and Reck and Schiemer
(2023)). According to the set-theoretic structuralist, the mathematical universe con-
tains only (structured) sets, and mathematical theories should be understood as being
about different kinds of sets. On this view, there are no sui generis mathematical
objects, like the natural numbers, real numbers, complex numbers, etc. There are only
sets. Compare Reck and Schiemer (2023) on this point:

In set-theoretic structuralism (...) the only mathematical objects at play are those
that axiomatic set theory, possibly with urelements, allows us to introduce. We
do not need to postulate abstract structures in addition (ibid., Sect. 2.2).10

Mathematical theories are then interpreted in the universe of sets, where various struc-
tured sets satisfy sentences in the languages of those mathematical theories. What
makes the position a structuralist one is that the choice of a particular structured set
(or set-theoretic system) for the interpretation of the theory is completely arbitrary.
Thus, any system satisfying the axioms of the theory in question can be used for the
semantic interpretation of its primitive vocabulary.

To illustrate this approach, consider again the statement of Euclidean division given
above, which is a result from number theory, and which holds in the system Z of the
integers. This system has the algebraic structure of a ring, with the form 〈Z ,+, ·, 0, 1〉,
comprising a domain, two distinguished operations (functions) on the domain, and two
distinguished elements of the domain. Rings have a corresponding signature, and a
notion of isomorphism—ring isomorphism—which is a bijective mapping between
two systems that preserves the ring operations.

Like the set-theoretic structuralist, if we were to take our background theory to be
a theory of sets (such as Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory with choice), then our back-
ground mathematical universe is the cumulative hierarchy of sets V . In V , there are
no sets that are the integers. There are many structured sets, or systems, of the form
〈Z ,+, ·, 0, 1〉, all of which have the structure of the integers. Talk about the integers
Z can be understood as referring to any one of these systems. When working with
results about the integers, such as the Euclidean division result, one can interpret the
results as being about any of these systems, because they are all ring-isomorphic to
one another under the relevant notion of isomorphism.

As was shown above, we propose to capture these relationships between isomorphic
systems in a modal framework. Using the integer example, any system that has the
structure of the integers, 〈Z ,+, ·, 0, 1〉, can be understood as a world in the domain
Ws of a Kripke model. We can call this world Z, because it can play the role of the
integers. In this model, Z accesses other worlds in the model, namely those rings that
it is isomorphic to, according to the appropriate notion of isomorphism, which in this
case is ring isomorphism. That is, it accesses those other worlds that have the structure
of the integers. The Euclidean division theorem is a sentence in the language of rings.

10 The view can thus be supplemented with urelemente, or non-sets, but the supplemented objects are
usually not sui generis mathematical objects.
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If we were to choose our modal framework to be built on a theory of sets, similar to the
set-theoretic structuralist, the language in question is the standard first-order language
of sets extended by the signature of rings.11 The sentence holds according to Z, which
is effectively the ring of integers. Furthermore, it holds according to every system (i.e.,
every ring) that is ring isomorphic to Z. That is, the Euclidean division theorem holds
at every world that is accessible from Z. It is therefore a structural truth according to
Z. In other words, Euclidean division provides us with structural information about
the integers.

Understanding mathematical systems as points or worlds in a Kripke model, acces-
sible to one another in virtue of being isomorphic, has consequences for what can be
true at these points. Two cases should be distinguished here. The first concerns state-
ments expressed in the formal language of a given mathematical type, that is, in terms
of a given mathematical signature. Given two systems of a particular type, if they are
isomorphic to one another, then they are elementarily equivalent, making exactly the
same sentences of the particular mathematical language true. Thus we have that, for a
sentence φ in the relevant signature, if I(w, φ) = 1 and wRsw

′, then I(w′, φ) = 1.
For example, any statement expressed in the language of rings, if true in a particular
ring, is also true in any other isomorphic ring.12

The second case concerns statements about the objects of a mathematical type
that are formulated in a more general set-theoretic language. Such statements may
also express information about the systems in question, for instance, about the set-
theoretic composition of the elements in the ring of integers. The properties of numbers
expressed here are precisely the kind of non-structural properties first discussed in
Benacerraf (1965). Note also that the present modal framework is general enough to
semantically evaluate sentences of this form. While such sentences may be locally true,
that is, true at a particular point in the Kripke model, they clearly lack the feature of
structurality expressed by truth in all admissible points. In other words, the information
expressed by them is not structural in character.

3 Semantics for informal provability

We turn now to the epistemology of mathematics and, more specifically, to a logical
analysis of the notion of mathematical proof. As was stated in the Introduction, the
central method for establishing mathematical knowledge is usually identified with the
practice of formulating deductive proofs of theorems. Compare, for instance, Hamami
(2021) on the central epistemological role of proofs in mathematics:

(...) mathematical practice, as an epistemic practice, enforces a standard or norm
of justification according to which proof is the only accepted or legitimate form
of justification for mathematical propositions. (ibid., p.2)

11 We should note that if, like the set-theoretic structuralist, we take our background theory to be set theory,
then we would not expect the modal framework to apply to set theory itself. This is analogous to the situation
for set-theoretic structuralism, which is usually not intended to be a structuralist theory of sets.
12 See, e.g., Marker (2002) for a discussion of the isomorphism lemma in model theory.
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The focus in the present section will be on a logical study of the practice
of developing informal proofs. Thus, it will be important to distinguish here
between the notion of informal provability and the notion of formal provabil-
ity. Roughly put, formal provability simply means provability in a formal sys-
tem, a notion that is familiar from the study of proof theory in formal logic.
Informal provability, in turn, is closer to the looser conception of proof familiar from
mathematical practice.13 Urbaniak and Pawlowski (2018) characterize the notion in
the following way:

Informal provability is closely related to what mathematicians do when they
prove theorems, rather than to formal provability in an axiomatic system (...).
A sentence is informally provable if it is provable by any commonly accepted
mathematical means (ibid., p. 222).

Compare also Antonutti Marfori (2010) on the crucial distinction between formal(-
ized) and informal proofs in mathematics:

As a matter of fact, proofs in ordinary mathematical practice are not instances
of formal derivations. They are not commonly formalised either at the time
they appear in mathematical journals or afterwards, nor are they even generally
presented in a way that makes their formalisations apparent or routine (ibid., p.
266).

It is this notion of non-formalized proofs or informal provability in mathematics that
we focus on. However, in this section we will attempt to capture informal provability
in a formal setting, which uses tools from modal logic. Provability logics are generally
characterized as modal logics describing the logical behaviour of different provability
operators. Accordingly, the notion of informal provability can be formally represented
by a modal operator, P, which attaches to sentences φ, so that Pφ says that φ is
informally provable.14

3.1 Amodal operator for informal provability

The informal provability operator, Pφ, is to be distinguished from the structurality
operator, Sφ, which says that a sentence φ is structurally true. As shown in Sect.
2, S obeys the modal logic S5. Informal provability arguably obeys a weaker modal
logic. Several scholars, including Shapiro (1985), and Leitgeb (2009), have argued that
informal provability, when expressed as a modal operator, is captured by the modal
logic S4, which is given by the axioms and rules of classical logic, plus the following
modal axioms and rule:

13 See, e.g., Avigad (2008), Avigad (2021), Azzouni (2009), Hamami (2021), Weir (2016) for recent studies
of the intricate relation between formal and informal provability.
14 See Urbaniak and Pawlowski (2018) for a recent comparative study of different logics of informal and
formal provability.

123



   55 Page 10 of 26 Synthese           (2023) 202:55 

K: �(φ → ψ) → (�φ → �ψ)

T: �φ → φ

4: �φ → ��φ
Nec:

⊢ φ

⊢ �φ

The idea that S4 captures the logic of informal provability goes back to Gödel (1933),
who exploits the connection between provability and intuitionistic logic.15 Along these
lines, Gödel provides an interpretation of the intuitionistic propositional calculus in
the modal logic S4:

IPC ⊢ φ → S4 ⊢ τ(φ)

The converse implication was established by McKinsey and Tarski (1948), and the
mutual implication result was extended to predicate logic by Rasiowa and Sikorski
(1953) and independently by Maehara (1954):

IQC ⊢ φ ↔ QS4 ⊢ τ(φ)

That is, φ is a theorem of intuitionistic predicate logic (IQC) if and only if φ’s transla-
tion, τ(φ), into the relevant modal language, is a theorem of quantified S4 (QS4). The
translation function, τ , is given recursively:

τ(p) := �p τ(φ → ψ) := �(τ (φ) → τ(ψ))

τ (¬φ) := �¬τ(φ) τ(∃xφ) := ∃xτ(φ)

τ(φ ∨ ψ) := τ(φ) ∨ τ(ψ) τ(∀xφ) := �∀xτ(φ)

τ(φ ∧ ψ) := τ(φ) ∧ τ(ψ)

In discussing the modal interpretation of intuitionistic logic, Gödel notes that �φ

should be read as ‘φ is provable’, but he is clear that this should not correspond to
formal provability.

It is to be noted that for the notion ‘provable in a certain formal system S’ not
all of the formulas provable in [S4] hold. For example, �(�φ → φ) never holds
for that notion, that is, it holds for no system S that contains arithmetic. For
otherwise, for example, �(0 �= 0) → 0 �= 0 and therefore also ¬�(0 �= 0)

would be provable in S, that is, the consistency of S would be provable in S

(1933, pp. 301–303).

15 In the present paper, we follow the existing literature on the admissibility of an S4 axiomatization of
provability. It should be noted, however, that the logical analysis of the notions of “informal provability”
or “provability in principle” in terms of an S4 modal logic is not generally accepted and can indeed be
contested. For instance, it is not prima facie clear how several of the axioms can be interpreted as principles
governing the logical behaviour of a provability operator. This is true, in particular, of axiom 4: that �φ (“φ
is informally provable”) should imply that ��φ (“It is informally provable that φ is informally provable”)
might seem a problematic assumption. See Leitgeb (2009, p. 284) for further discussion and references.
We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for emphasizing this point to us.
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In other words, taking � to represent formal provability would contradict Gödel’s
own second incompleteness theorem. These considerations suggest that � should be
understood to represent informal, rather than formal, provability.

In the following, we will assume that S4 captures the modal logic of informal prov-
ability. Given this, we now look at this interpretation of informal provability from
a model-theoretic perspective. Unfortunately, neither Gödel nor later writers have
offered an explicit semantic characterisation for the logic of informal provability.16

Our starting point will be a system developed by Stewart Shapiro (1985) called Epis-

temic Arithmetic (EA). The language of EA combines the language of (second-order)
Peano Arithmetic with a modal necessity operator that satisfies the S4 axioms, and the
model theory initially proposed for EA deployed the standard Kripke-style models for
epistemic first-order logic. Shapiro originally represented this modal necessity oper-
ator with the symbol K . The intention was for Kφ to represent that φ is knowable.
If we accept that the standard for mathematical knowledge is informal proof, then to
say that a sentence is knowable is to mean that it is informally provable or “provable
in principle”.

Shapiro’s EA was extended along these lines by Leon Horsten (1993, 1994, 2000),
who proposed the idea of splitting the single provability operator into a metaphysical
possibility operator ♦ and another sentential operator P, such that ♦Pφ represents “it
is possible that there is an informal proof of φ” or perhaps “it is possible that φ has
been informally proven”. Horsten’s intention was for the possibility in question to be
metaphysical possibility, and for this reason he developed a system according to which
that modal operator obeyed the axioms of the modal logic S5. Notably, however, the
P operator was not treated as a modal operator in itself.

Horsten calls this system Modal Epistemic Arithmetic MEA, and a few more details
about this system will be helpful in what follows.17 The language of MEA combines
the language of Peano Arithmetic with the operators ♦ and P defined above. Horsten’s
relational models for MEA are ordered triples M = 〈W,RP , I〉, where W is a set of
sets of sentences of LMEA such that:

(1) (1a) for all w ∈ W and for every sentence φ ∈ LMEA, if φ ∈ w, then Pφ ∈ w;

(1b) for all w ∈ W and for every sentence φ ∈ LMEA, if φ ∈ w, then I(w, φ) = 1;

(2) RP is a reflexive, symmetric, and transitive binary relation on W such that for any
wi , w j , wk ∈ W , if wiRPw j and wiRPwk , then there is a wl ∈ W such that
wiRPwl and {φ|w j ∪ wk ⊢MEA φ} ⊆ wl ;

(3) The interpretation function I is defined in the usual way. For the non-logical
propositional operators, we have:

(3a) I(w, Pφ) = 1 if and only if φ ∈ w.
(3b) I(w,♦φ) = 1 if and only if there is a world w′ such that wRPw′ and

I(w′, φ) = 1.18

16 As we will see in Sect. 5, Leitgeb (2009) does offer an informal characterization of the ‘irreducible
semantic content’ of informal proofs in mathematical practice.
17 See Horsten (1994, 2000) and Heylen (2013) for further details.
18 See again Horsten (2000), and Heylen (2013) for a detailed discussion of the Kripke semantics for MEA.
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Condition (1) details the fact that Horsten is using syntactic models, according to which
worlds are sets of sentences. These are the sentences that are taken to be established
at a given point in time, either based on proofs or as the axioms of a given theory. In
other words, the worlds or situations in a relational model capture our (or an arbitrary
mathematician’s) information state at some point in time.

The first part of condition (2) ensures that the ♦ modality satisfies the S5 modal
axioms; the second part says that if a world access two worlds, then there is a single
world that it accesses that combines the MEA-provable sentences of the two worlds.
Furthermore, it follows from (1a) and (3a) that if I (w, Pφ) = 1 then I (w, φ) = 1.
Thus, if a sentence is provable in a given world, then it must be true in that world.

Horsten defends the strength of his S5 possibility operator along the following lines.

Consider an arbitrary mathematician who is occupied solely with proving sen-
tences of LMEA. A possible world of a model can be thought of as a possible
situation in which this mathematician has a particular (possibly empty, possibly
infinite) collection of statements of LMEA of which she has a demonstration.
No limitations are imposed on the means which our mathematician has at her
disposal for proving such sentences. She may in some possible situation have
a higher-order demonstration of the ontic sentence of LMEA which expresses
the consistency of MEA. She may in some possible situation “intuitively” see
that a statement which is independent of PA expresses an irreducible truth of
arithmetic (1994, p. 287).

There are two points to note about the semantics that Horsten proposes for the notion
of provability. The first is that he presents an “existential” approach, according to
which a sentence is provable if there exists a possible situation in which the sentence
has been proven. This diverges from other modal approaches to provability, where
provability is often captured by a necessity operator.19

The second point is that in the possible worlds semantics for modal logic, S5models
partition the space of worlds into equivalence classes, where each world accesses
every world in its equivalence class. Taking Horsten’s interpretation of worlds, what
he suggests is a “universal” sense of provability, such that if there is a proof of φ in any
world (in a given equivalence class of worlds), then φ is provable from the perspective
of any world (in that equivalence class).20

3.2 Amodal semantics for informal provability

Arguably, what Horsten describes in MEA captures a notion of provability in principle,
rather than a notion of informal provability. What is provable in principle may be
“universal”, in which case an existential reading of the provability operator, combined
with an S5 semantics, may be appropriate. As we saw, according to Horsten, a sentence
is provable, as expressed by the complex statement ♦Pφ, if there exists an epistemic
state of the arbitrary mathematician which is accessible from her current state and

19 See, e.g., Gödel’s translation described above, or in the case of formal provability see Boolos (1993).
20 Relativizing to an equivalence class is to some extent unnecessary, as S5 modal logic is equivalent to
the modal logic with a universal accessibility relation (see Priest Priest (2008), p. 45).
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in which she has a proof of φ. Thus, provability in principle is understood here in
terms of the possibility of a proof in some accessible stage. In contrast, there is a
view that perhaps what is informally provable shouldn’t be universal, and is instead
relative to what has already been proven in the current world. Or in other words,
informal provability is relative to the current information state. Hence, provability in
our current epistemic state simply means that one can develop an informal proof of
a given statement φ such that φ turns out to be warranted in any further accessible
epistemic state.

This view will be familiar from the intuitionistic approach. Semantics for intu-
itionistic logic can also be given in terms of Kripke models. The modal semantics
for intuitionistic logic try to capture the following idea, which is strikingly similar to
Horsten’s characterization, and which van Dalen (2008) calls the heuristic motivation.

Heuristic motivation. Think of an idealized mathematician (in this context
traditionally called the creative subject), who extends both his knowledge and
his universe of objects in the course of time. At each moment k he has a stock
�k of sentences, which he, by some means, has recognised as true ... Since at
every moment k the idealized mathematician has various choices for his future
activities (he may even stop altogether), the stages of his activity must be thought
of as being partially ordered, and not necessarily linearly ordered (van Dalen,
2008, pp. 162–163).

The idea is roughly that at some stage there are certain proven statements that the
mathematical community agrees on, and at accessible (possible ‘future’) stages this
collection of proven statements will grow. As these stages form a partial order, the
accessibility relation between them is reflexive and transitive, which corresponds to
the semantics for an S4 modal logic, as defined axiomatically above. An additional
monotonicity condition is also imposed in the Kripke semantics for intuionistic logic,
such that if φ is true at a stage w, then φ is true at every stage accessible from w.
For example, and invoking van Dalen’s heuristic motivation, let us take the idealized
mathematician to be a number theorist who has just proven the Euclidean division
theorem. The monotonicity condition represents the idea that the theorem then holds
at the current present stage and continues to hold at any accessible later stage. Once it
has been proven, there is no possible future stage where it fails to hold.

In what follows, we propose a novel semantics for informal provability that com-
bines aspects of both Horsten’s and the intuitionistic approach.21 The relevant language
L combines the language of Peano Arithmetic with a single propositional operator P,
such that Pφ is intended to mean φ is informally provable. Thus, unlike in Horsten’s
account, P is understood here as a proper and primitive modal operator. Models will
again be ordered triples Mp = 〈Wp,Rp, Ip〉, where Wp is a set of sets of sentences
of L. As with the semantics for MEA, these are syntactic models, where each w ∈ W

is a set of sentences representing our current information state, i.e., the sentences that
have been established. Along these lines we use Horsten’s condition (1). Drawing on
the intuitionistic approach for conditions (2) and (3), Horsten’s S5-like accessibility

21 This approach is also inspired by the recent literature on Kripke models of intuitionistic epistemic logic.
See, e.g., (Proietti (2012)) and the references given there.
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relation, is replaced with a weaker S4 relation, and the provability operator P is treated
as an S4 necessity operator.

(1) (1a) for all w ∈ Wp and for every sentence φ ∈ L, if φ ∈ w, then Pφ ∈ w;
(1b) for all w ∈ Wp and for every sentence φ ∈ L, if φ ∈ w, then Ip(w, φ) = 1;

(2) RP is a reflexive and transitive binary relation on Wp;
(3) The interpretation function Ip is defined in the usual way. For the single non-

logical propositional operator P, we have:

(3a) Ip(w, Pφ) = 1 if and only if for all worlds w′, if wRpw
′, then Ip(w

′, φ) = 1.

Putting all of this together, in what follows, we take the modal logic of informal
provability to be the modal logic S4. Two further conceptual points about the model-
theoretic semantics presented above should be made. The first point concerns the
relation between provability and truth. As in Horsten’s systemMEA, provability implies
or presupposes truth in the current system. Put more formally, if Ip(w, Pφ) = 1 then
Ip(w, φ) = 1. The other direction clearly does not hold in general. Thus, it won’t
generally be the case that for every sentence true in a particular state there exists a
proof of that sentence in that state. As Horsten points out, this might apply even to
simple corollaries of established theorems for which no proof has been given in a
certain state. Second, unlike in Horsten’s semantics for MEA, the provability of φ in
a given world does not necessarily imply that φ is already contained as an element in
that particular world. Given the current understanding of worlds as epistemic states
or sets of warranted statements, what the truth of Pφ in a given state implies is that φ

must be contained in all accessible epistemic states.
Thus, in the present account, the accessibility relation Rp is both monotonic

and also induces informational expansions of a mathematician’s information states.
Monotonicity can be specified more formally as follows: for a sentence φ, a model
Mp = 〈Wp,Rp, Ip〉 and any two states w,w′ ∈ Wp, if Ip(w, φ) = 1 and wRpw

′,
then Ip(w

′, φ) = 1. In turn, the required condition on information expansions can
be formulated as follows: for a sentence φ, a model Mp = 〈Wp,Rp, Ip〉 and any
two states w,w′ ∈ Wp, if Ip(w, Pφ) = 1 and wRpw

′, then φ ∈ w′. Thus, if a
sentence has been proven at a certain stage, it becomes a permanent member of the
set of accepted or warranted beliefs of an arbitrary mathematician or a mathematical
community.

Given this, we can think of the relational models for the modal logic of informal
provability as tuples Mp = 〈Wp,Rp, Ip〉. We recall from Sect. 2 that models for
structural information are also tuples Ms = 〈Ws,Rs, Is〉. In the next section, we
look at techniques for creating a model theory that combines these two logics, with
the goal of showing that the structuralist thesis is valid in this combined logic.

4 The structuralist thesis

The previous two sections have described modal logics for structural information and
informal provability. In this section, we combine the two logics to see how they relate.
Combining logics enables one to define a logical system that allows distinct logical
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operators to behave in different ways, and to interact with one another. For example, one
could combine a modal epistemic logic with a modal deontic logic into a single multi-
modal system. This system could then be used to explore how the modal operators for
knowledge and obligation interact with one another, and it could then be leveraged to
establish connections between these two concepts. The focus here will be on combining
the logics of structural information and informal provability. We will demonstrate that
combining these logics into a single bi-modal system enables one to show that the
structuralist thesis in mathematics holds. We qualified this thesis in the Introduction
as a claim about the epistemology of mathematics, namely that statements provable
from a given theory express purely structural information about the objects in question.
As was shown in the previous two sections, each of the two components connected
in this claim, namely structurality and (informal) provability, can be characterized
formally in a modal logic with a suitable model theoretic semantics. The idea of
combining the resulting two logics thus presents a way to explicate (in a Carnapian
sense) the underlying epistemological thesis.

4.1 Combiningmodal logics

There are several established formal methods and results for combining logics, modal
logics in particular.22 To illustrate an example, consider a bi-modal logic that contains
modal operators for physical necessity, symbolized by �, and metaphysical necessity,
symbolized by �. A natural bridge principle between these two would be that if φ is
metaphysically necessary, then it is physically necessary:

�φ → �φ

One way to try to establish this bridge principle is by looking at the model theory for this
bi-modal logic, which would effectively combine the separate logics for the respective
modalities. This could be done with what is called the fusion method, which works well
when the model theories of the logics, given in terms of Kripke models, have domains
of worlds that contain the same kind of entities (see, e.g., Fitting (1969) and Thomason
(1984)). In this case, the Kripke models for the combined logic would be ordered
tuples M = 〈W,R�,R�, I〉 with two accessibility relations, corresponding to the
two necessity operators, and the domain W of worlds would contain metaphysically
possible worlds. Accordingly, if wR�w′ then w′ is metaphysically possible with
respect to w, and if wR�w′ then w′ is physically possible with respect to w. Without
saying more, these box operators are independent of one another. Neither is defined
in terms of the other, and there are no logical connections between them. By making
connections between the boxes, one makes connections between physical necessity
and metaphysical necessity. These connections are often expressed in the form of
bridge principles like the one above.

22 See Carnielli and Coniglio (2016) for an overview of different methods of combining logics, including
fusion and types of fibring.

123



   55 Page 16 of 26 Synthese           (2023) 202:55 

Connections between these accessibility relations correspond to connections
between formulas that contain the two modal operators. For example, one could try to
establish that if w′ is physically possible with respect to w, then w′ is metaphysically
possible with respect to w:

wR�w′ → wR�w′ or equivalently R� ⊆ R�

If successful, establishing this connection between the accessibility relations of the
model theory would entail that the bridge principle �φ → �φ holds as a conse-
quence.23

Returning to the logics of informal provability and structural information, what
is a suitable approach to combine them? As we saw, the Kripke models we have
developed use domains of worlds that have quite different kinds of entities. In the
logic of structurality, these worlds are identified with models or structures in the model-
theoretic sense. In contrast, worlds in the logic of provability are syntactic in character,
consisting of sets of sentences of a formal language. The fusion method for combining
logics is thus less successful in this case. Instead of using fusions, we will therefore
use the product method to connect these logics.24 Syntactically, the resulting system is
expressed in a bi-modal first-order language LP,S with two primitive operators P and S.
Semantically, these operators function as box operators and sentences containing them
are to be specified in terms of suitable truth conditions in the corresponding Kripke
models. Given models Mp = 〈Wp,Rp, Ip〉 for informal provability and models
Ms = 〈Ws,Rs, Is〉 for structural information, the product of these two logics is
characterized by Kripke structures of the form 〈Wp × Ws,R

∨
p ,R∨

S , Ip × Is〉. That
is, the domain of each model is a set of ordered pairs of worlds, which pair up sets of
sentences from Wp and classical relational structures from Ws . Each model has two
accessibility relations, R∨

p and R∨
S , which are defined in terms of Rp and Rs , and

which correspond to the two modal operators, P and S, of the combined modal logic.
For these accessibility relations, we have that R∨

p ,R∨
s ⊆ (Wp × Ws) × (Ws × Wp).

They are defined as:

〈u1, w〉R∨
p 〈u2, w〉 iff u1Rpu2 and w ∈ Ws

〈u, w1〉R
∨
s 〈u, w2〉 iff w1Rsw2 and u ∈ Wp

For the interpretation function I = Ip × Is , we have:

Ip × Is(φ) = Ip(φ) × Is(φ)

23 To see this, suppose that at world w,φ is metaphysically necessary (�φ holds at a world w). So φ

holds at every world that is metaphysically possible from the perspective of w. We want to show that at
world w,φ is also physically necessary (i.e., that �φ holds at world w). That is, we want to show that
φ holds at every world that is physically possible from the perspective of w. If we assume that the above
connection between the relevant accessibility relations has been established, then establishing �φ at w is
straightforward. Taking an arbitrary physically possible world w′ (from the perspective of w) we have that
wR�w′. The connection between the accessibility relations gives us that wR�w′. By our assumption that
�φ holds at w, it follows that φ holds at w′. But w′ is an arbitrary physically possible world, so φ holds at
every physically possible world. In other words, �φ holds at w.
24 This method was originally introduced by Segerberg (1973) and Šehtman (1978). Compare again
Carnielli and Coniglio (2016) for further details and references.
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For the modal operators P and S, the interpretation function of the combined, two-
dimensional logic gives the following:

Ip × Is(〈u1, w〉, Pφ) = 1 iff for all worlds u2, if u1Rpu2, then Ip ×

Is(〈u2, w〉, φ) = 1
Ip × Is(〈u, w1〉, Sφ) = 1 iff for all worlds w2, if w1Rsw2, then Ip ×

Is(〈u, w2〉, φ) = 1

The resulting logic is a bimodal logic of the form S4× S5. In this new framework, the
structuralist thesis can be expressed as a schematic conditional sentence of the form:

Pφ → Sφ (ST)

While it is straightforward to state, this principle represents the core of the philosoph-
ical position outlined in this paper. As already stated in the Introduction, we argue that
the structuralist thesis can be interpreted as an epistemological thesis about the nature
of mathematical knowledge. The thesis claims that mathematical knowledge, as given
to us by the method of informal proof, is structural in character. Mathematical truths
that have been established provide us with purely structural information relevant to
the objects that those truths are about. For instance, the Euclidean division result is a
theorem in number theory and hence expresses a purely structural fact about numbers
systems.

4.2 Mathematical structuralism and the structuralist thesis

Before looking at the status of the bridge principle ST as a modal-logical truth, it is
worthwhile to situate the modal-logical formulation of the structuralist thesis in the
wider context of recent discussions on mathematical structuralism. Two points are
noteworthy here. First, one can find in the structuralist literature alternative formula-
tions of the thesis, often focusing on the properties of mathematical objects (see, e.g.,
Shapiro (1997) and Linnebo & Pettigrew (2014). We have applied the operator ‘. . .
is structurally true’ to sentences, but we appreciate that one can also apply the predi-
cate to properties, such that objects may have some properties that are structural and
some that are not. One can then formulate the structuralist thesis as a claim about the
kinds of properties that mathematical objects instantiate. This approach is developed
in the work of many who have written about mathematical structuralism. For example,
Charles Parsons, has articulated the view as follows:

The idea behind the structuralist view of mathematical objects is that such objects
have no more of a ‘nature’ than is given by the basic relations of a structure to
which they belong (Parsons, 2004, p. 57).

On this approach the core of mathematical structuralism is that mathematical objects
are mere positions in structures, having no internal nature and thus instantiating no
non-structural properties.25

25 Others who have characterized structuralism in similar terms include Resnik (1997) and Shapiro (1997).
The claim that mathematical objects have no non-structural properties has also been called the ‘incomplete-
ness’ claim. See Linnebo (2008) and Linnebo and Pettigrew (2014).
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Unfortunately, this straightforward characterization of mathematical structuralism
appears to be false, as mathematical objects have non-structural properties, such as
being abstract. In fact, Burgess (1999) has argued that this version of the structuralist
thesis is inconsistent, as the property of having only structuralist properties is itself
a non-structural property. In order to rescue this characterization of the structuralist
thesis, some have proposed restricted versions of the thesis. On this approach, which
has had some recent success, one can define in a non-trivial way a subset of properties
of mathematical objects and argue that all such properties are structural.26

The approach we take here moves the focus from structural properties to structural
sentences, thus understanding structuralism as an epistemological thesis, rather than a
metaphysical one. Our approach tries to capture the core of mathematical structural-
ism as a thesis about the character of mathematical knowledge. This is not to deny
the metaphysical aspects of mathematical structuralism, but to recognize and explore
the idea that structuralism has a distinctive understanding of mathematical epistemol-
ogy. According to this understanding, mathematical knowledge is purely structural in
character.

As was pointed out in Sect. 3, mathematical knowledge is undeniably connected to
the notion of deductive proof. Mathematical proofs, constructed as informal proofs, are
the primary vehicle through which we attain mathematical knowledge. The theorems
that result from informal proofs become sentences that we are warranted to believe
and that we can claim to know. Connecting informal proof with structural information,
we thus arrive at a more precise version of the epistemological structuralist thesis: if
a mathematical sentence is informally provable, then it expresses purely structural
information about the objects that it refers to.

The second point to note here concerns the modal character of our approach. As
introduced above, the structuralist thesis is expressed as the bi-modal statement (ST).
The modal nature of the thesis clearly bears some similarity to a prominent version
of eliminative structuralism, namely the modal structuralism developed in Hellman
(1989). Roughly put, Hellman proposes in his book a modal-logical reconstruction of
the “structural content” of theorems of arithmetic and set theory that is nominalist in
character. His approach is based on the translation of these theories into second-order
modal logic, in which the two alethic modal operators are treated as primitive logical
symbols. In chapter 1 of the book, he gives a “modal-structural interpretation” of Peano
arithmetic that consists of two steps: (i) a “categorical” step, and (ii) a “hypothetical”
step. The first component is simply the assumption that systems satisfying the Peano
axioms possibly exist. In Hellman’s modal framework, this is expressed by the purely
logical statement:

♦∃X∃x∃ f (PA2(X , x, f )).

where PA2 expresses the conjunction of the axioms of Peano arithmetic and ‘X ’, ‘x’,
and ‘ f ’ are bound variables substituted for the primitive terms ‘N ’ (x is a number),
‘0’ (the numeral for zero), and ‘s’ (y is the successor of x) of the theory. Assuming
that the categorical thesis holds, the hypothetical step in Hellman’s reconstruction then
consists in the translation of an arithmetical theorem φ (expressed in the language of

26 See Linnebo and Pettigrew (2014) and Schiemer and Wigglesworth (2019).
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second-order Peano arithmetic) into a purely logical conditional sentence of the form:

�∀X∀x∀ f (PA2(X , x, f ) → φ(X , x, f )).

This statement is taken to express the “modal-structural content” of the arithmeti-
cal theorem φ: necessarily, φ is true in any system satisfying the axioms of PA2.
This understanding shows that while Hellman’s modal reconstruction is syntactic in
nature, the underlying structuralist motivation is clearly a semantic one. What the
modal translation of φ asserts is, in fact, a metatheoretic claim, namely that a certain
arithmetical fact holds in any number system satisfying the relevant axioms in ques-
tion. Thus, the boxed conditional statement can be understood as a reformulation of
the metatheoretical claim that

�∀M(M |� PA2 ⇒ M |� φ).

Thus, the structural content expressed by φ is clearly model-theoretic in nature.27

How does Hellman’s modal eliminative structuralism relate to the modal character-
ization of the structuralist thesis outlined above? While a closer comparison cannot be
given in the present context, it is instructive to note several points of contact between
the accounts. The first point to mention is that both approaches aim to qualify the struc-
tural content of mathematical sentences in a modal framework. Thus, unlike in recent
work on non-eliminative structuralism, the focus here is on the structural information
expressed by sentences and not on the structural properties of objects or positions in
a structure. Moreover, this content is captured in both contexts in terms of a condi-
tional statement. In Hellman’s theory, this is the hypothetical component of his modal
reconstruction, that is, the translation of a statement into a boxed, universally quanti-
fied conditional sentence. In our approach, the relevant structuralist principle is (ST),
connecting the modal logics of informal provability and of structural information.

This shared focus on conditional statements also points to several differences
between the two approaches: Hellman’s modal structuralism is motivated by a seman-
tic version of an if-thenism about mathematical knowledge. This is, roughly put, the
view that pure mathematics is the study of consequences from freely chosen axiom sys-
tems expressed in a formal language. More specifically, the implication symbol ‘→’ in
his modal translation can be viewed as an object-theoretic expression of the metathe-
oretic consequence relation ‘|�’. In contrast, the implication symbol in our account
expresses a bridge result between two fields in the epistemology of mathematics,
namely (informal) provability and the structural nature of mathematical knowledge.

Moreover, unlike in the approach suggested here, the notion of informal provability
of a theorem is not mentioned in Hellman’s account. While motivated by a model-
theoretic notion of semantic consequence, his if-thenism seems compatible with a
notion of the derivability of a statement from certain axioms in a formal system of
deduction. A final difference concerns the role of axioms in mathematical reasoning.
In Hellman’s account, axiomatic principles such as the axioms of PA2 are explic-
itly mentioned in his reconstruction, namely as conditions in the antecedent of the

27 See Hellman (1989, pp. 16–20). Compare Andreas and Schiemer (2021) for a closer discussion of
Hellman’s modal structuralism.
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hypothetical statement described above. In contrast, in our account, axioms are not
explicitly mentioned on the syntactic side of the modal reconstruction. Nevertheless,
they might be included or assumed in the models (understood as epistemic states or
proof situations) of the logic of provability sketched in the previous section. We will
address this point in the final section.

Returning to our modal reconstruction, we saw that the epistemological version of
the structuralist thesis can be represented in the bi-modal logic that combines the modal
logics of informal provability and structural information. It is captured by the bridge
principle (ST). Within the bi-modal framework, using the definition of product models
given above, we can now show that the structuralist thesis is valid for a particular class
of models. Specifically, the models we consider are those where the domain Wp ×Ws

is restricted to pairs 〈u, w〉, where u is a set of sentences and w is a classical relational
structure, and if φ ∈ u, then w satisfies φ. Building on our discussion in Sect. 3
of informal provability, the sentences φ can be thought of as those sentences that
have already been established at a given point in time. The structuralist thesis (ST):
Pφ → Sφ can be evaluated semantically relative to this restricted class of product
frames.

Let φ be a modal-free sentence of LP,S. Assume that Pφ is true in a given state u of
a suitable model M, that is, I(〈u, w〉, Pφ) = 1. It follows from axiom T (of system
S4) that I(〈u, w〉, φ) = 1. How should we interpret the fact that I(〈u, w〉, φ) = 1 in
the present context? Recall from above that u is understood here as a purely syntactic
model, i.e., a set of sentences consisting of axioms and proved statements of a given
mathematical field. A natural interpretation is to think of the truth of a statement in
terms of a semantic consequence relation. Thus, what the condition above expresses
is simply the fact that sentence φ follows semantically from the sentences in u, that
is, u |� φ. Moreover, given the restriction of product worlds to tuples 〈u, w〉 where
each formula ψ ∈ u is semantically true in structure w, it follows that our modal-free
formula φ is also true in w, i.e., w |� φ. Consequently, by the isomorphism lemma
mentioned in Sect. 2, we have that I(〈u, w〉, Sφ) = 1 since for any product world
〈u, w′〉, if wRSw

′, we have I(〈u, w′〉, φ) = 1. Hence, the structuralist thesis (ST)
holds in M.

5 Interpreting the structuralist thesis

Given the logical reconstructions of structural information and informal provability
stated above, we see that the structuralist thesis holds. For any statement expressed
in the language of a given mathematical field, it can be shown that if the statement
presents a theorem, that is, if it is informally provable, then it presents purely structural
information about the objects of that field. As presented above, this thesis is based on
an interesting bridging result between the two modal logics considered. However, one
could object here that this logical result does not help us to clarify how the two notions
of structurality and informal provability are conceptually connected. In particular, our
logical reconstruction gives no explanation as to why the structuralist thesis holds,
i.e., why provable statements or theorems express purely structural information about
mathematical objects. In the remaining part of the paper, we want to address this issue.
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5.1 The semantic content of informal proofs

Let us first consider the notion of informal provability and, in particular, of the role of
mathematical axioms in informal proofs. A proof in mathematics can be described as
a demonstration that a certain statement is (necessarily) true. Demonstrations of this
form are often conceived of purely linguistically, that is, as syntactic derivations in
a formal or semi-formal language. Understood in this sense, it is not surprising that
the relation between provability and structurality seems unclear, given that the two
concepts appear to belong to different spheres of mathematical thinking. Structurality
was described above as an essentially semantic or model-theoretic concept, specified
in terms of the notion of isomorphism invariance.

Provability, in turn, is often viewed as a purely syntactic notion, concerning infer-
ential relations between mathematical statements. Nevertheless, as has been stressed
in the recent literature on informal provability, this purely syntactic reading of math-
ematical proofs overemphasizes the analogy with formal proofs in a logical system.
Unlike derivations in some formal system, informal proofs in mathematical practice
do have ‘semantic and intuitive components’ to it (see Leitgeb (2009)). Compare Rav
on this difference between formal and informal proofs:

Let us fix our terminology to understand by a proof a conceptual proof of cus-
tomary mathematical discourse, having an irreducible semantic content, and
distinguish it from derivation, which is a syntactic object of some formal system
(1999, p. 11).

How can one think of the semantic content of an informal proof, and what role do
semantic considerations play in the act of demonstrating the necessary truth of a
mathematical statement? Leitgeb, in his recent study of informal provability, gives the
following insightful characterization of the semantic component of proofs:

We can informally prove propositions about mathematical structures (...) seman-
tically, by extracting propositional information from the complex categorical
concepts that determine these structures (Leitgeb, 2009).28

The picture suggested here is this: a mathematical demonstration of a statement allows
one to ‘extract’ information about a given mathematical structure which is implicitly
contained in the concepts specifying this structure. Take, for instance, the case of
rings. A ring is an algebraic structure that is determined by certain basic properties,
e.g., by the fact that addition is commutative, that addition and multiplication are both
associative, and that the distributative laws hold between them. An informal proof of
a theorem in ring theory thus extracts propositional information about such structures,
notably information which is already implicitly contained in the basic properties or
structural facts that specify what a ring is.

Note that this ‘semantic’ account of informal proofs is captured by our modal-
logical reconstruction of provability. As we saw, sentences containing a provability
operator can be evaluated semantically relative to proof situations or epistemic states

28 Leitgeb (2009) emphasizes that the semantic content of informal proofs should not be understood in a
model-theoretic sense.
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of an arbitrary mathematician (or a community of mathematicians). These worlds are
syntactic in character, as they are sets of sentences that are warranted as true at a given
point in time. Nevertheless, as suggested above, the truth of a formula of the form “φ is
provable” in a particular world u can be understood in a genuinely semantic way, that
is, in terms of a relation between sentences and mathematical structures. Specifically,
the truth of Pφ implies that φ is a model-theoretic consequence of u. Sentence φ is
thus true (in the Tarskian sense) in any structure in which the established sentences
in u hold. Moreover, given our understanding of product worlds of the form 〈u, w〉,
we can say that an informal proof of φ allows us to extract propositional information
about a particular structure w.

5.2 The role of axioms in informal proofs

This brings us to the specific role of mathematical axioms in informal proofs. Here
again, it is important to emphasize first a difference to the notion of formal derivabil-
ity. Formal proofs are derivations in a formal system, derivations based on axioms
and inference rules. Inferences in the context of an informal mathematical proof, in
contrast, are usually not specified relative to such a system of axioms or rules. Thus,
as Leitgeb puts it, mathematical axioms are usually ‘not essential to the “proofhood”
of the proofs in which they figure’ (2009, p. 270).29 To assess this point, it is instruc-
tive to distinguish between two important roles or functions that axioms can play in
mathematical practice.30 A central function of axioms is that of systematizing the
propositions of a theory. As Schlimm (2013) puts is, “[h]ere, the axioms—together
with some notion of consequence (...)—determine the sentences (theorems) that can
be derived from them” (ibid, p. 48). Understood in this way, axioms clearly play an
important inferential role in mathematics: they are used in proofs to derive new results
about a given subject matter.

Nevertheless, as philosophers of mathematics have pointed out, axioms also have
non-inferential roles in modern mathematics, in particular, as semantic conditions for
reasoning about mathematical objects. Moreover, following Schlimm and Leitgeb, we
can think of a main function of axioms in mathematical practice as ‘partial definitions’
of general mathematical concepts. The axioms are thus constitutive of mathematical
objects in the sense of stating the basic structural properties that these entities must
satisfy. For instance, the ring axioms define which properties an algebraic structure
must have in order to count as a ring. Compare again Schlimm (2013) on a semantic
reading of what he calls the “prescriptive” role of axioms:

If the meanings of the primitives of an axiomatic system depend entirely on the
relations that are expressed by the axioms, then the axioms are considered to be
prescriptive (or normative), i.e., they determine the subject matter under consid-

29 A similar point is made in Rav (1999).
30 See, in particular, Schlimm (2013) and Cantù (2023) for two detailed studies of the different roles of
axioms in mathematical practice. For a closer discussion of the dual role of axioms discussed below, namely
as starting points in proofs and as definitions of structures, as well as the relation to modal structuralism, see
Hellman (2021). Compare also Hellman (1989), Shapiro (2005) on how the latter understanding of axioms
as structural definitions is historically rooted in the works of Dedekind and Hilbert.
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eration, and one also speaks of them as ‘implicit definitions’. (...) Considered in
this way, a system of axioms generally cannot determine a single interpretation
for its terms, but only the structure of the relations that hold between them; under-
stood in this way, axiom systems are also called relational, structural, algebraic,
or abstract. In other words, such a system of axioms does not define one single
model, but a class of models (ibid., pp. 50–51).

Given the above characterization of informal proofs as the method of ‘extracting
propositional information’ implicit in complex concepts, it is clear that the role of
axioms thus conceived is to define such concepts of mathematical structures.31 Thus,
axioms specify the primitive structural facts from which new information can be gained
inferentially.32

Finally, given the semantic account of informal provability, why should we think
of the propositional information extracted from axiomatically defined mathematical
concepts to be purely structural in character? Note first that the properties or concepts
expressed in mathematical axioms are by definition structural in character. The axioms
specify the primitive structural facts (or information) about the mathematical objects in
question. In a sense, they are constitutive of the structures. Thus, any axiom of a theory
is clearly isomorphism invariant in the sense specified above. Second, the method of
gaining new information in terms of a proof arguably preserves this primitive structure
(specified by the axioms) simply because nothing is assumed in a proof other than
logical inference rules and informal set theory. An informal proof extracts information
implicit in the primitive facts about a domain of objects. The only resources used
in this process are logical and set-theoretical ones. More specifically, mathematical
demonstrations usually make informal use of valid deduction rules, for instance, the
rules of implication introduction or of negation introduction in indirect proofs. It is
in this sense that logic allows one to deduce information about certain mathematical
structures.

Moreover, in the proof of a theorem, mathematicians usually make use of the lan-
guage of informal set theory in order to describe the relevant mathematical structures
or their properties. This includes the ubiquitous reference to set-theoretic operations
(such as union, intersection, or taking the power set, etc.), to basic set-theoretic notions
(such as the cartesian product or the partition of a class induced by an equivalence
relation), or to different types of set-theoretically defined mappings between mathe-
matical objects. Both logic and set theory are arguably topic neutral in the sense that
no mathematical content or information is added in the process of applying logical
rules and set-theoretic concepts in a proof.33 Given this topic neutrality, it follows that

31 As Leitgeb points out, sometimes these concept are categorical, that is, based on a categorical axioma-
tization (as in the case of second order Peano arithmetic). In the majority of cases, these concepts are not
categorical, as in the case of ring theory.
32 In the modal reconstruction offered above, the axioms of a given mathematical theory can be thought
to belong to the syntactic Kripke models for the logic of informal provability. Compare Horsten (2000, pp.
53–54) on this point. Note also that both a prescriptive and a descriptive account of axioms are, in principle,
compatible with the modal framework suggested here.
33 There exists an extensive philosophical debate on the topic neutrality of logic which we cannot enter
into here. See MacFarlane (2017) for an overview.
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the propositional information extracted in an informal proof is also structural in the
above sense.

6 Conclusion

We have given a logical analysis of the structuralist thesis in mathematics, namely
the claim that mathematical theorems express only structural information about the
objects of their particular subject field. We did so by expressing the thesis in a bi-modal
framework, specifically, in a product of an S4 modal logic of informal provability and
an S5 logic of structurality. Concerning the latter, the guiding idea was to extend a
suitable language of mathematics, e.g. the language of first-order set theory, by a modal
structure-operator which qualifies the information expressed by a statement as follows:
if φ is a well-formed statement of the mathematical language, then Sφ expresses that
‘Structurally, it holds that φ.’ As was shown, the logical behaviour of this structure
operator can be described semantically by Kripke models whose accessibility relation
is specified in terms of a general notion of isomorphism between mathematical objects
(of a certain type). Thus, a statement of the form Sφ is true in such a model if the
information expressed by φ is isomorphism invariant.

A central aim in the paper was to connect this logic of structurality with the modal
logic of informal provability first introduced by Gödel and discussed in detail in
Leitgeb (2009). In particular, in Sect. 3, we propose a semantic interpretation of such
a logic in terms of Kripke models, where the worlds of these models are syntactic in
nature. The idea is to think of the worlds in a Kripke model as epistemic stages of an
idealized mathematicians at a given point in time. Roughly put, a stage presents the
class of theorems in a given mathematical field, and stages accessible from a given
stage present possible theoretical extensions of such a class of established results. This
semantic interpretation of the logic of informal provability allowed us to combine the
two logics and to express the structuralist thesis in a resulting bi-modal framework
containing both the provability and the structurality operators. More specifically, it
was shown that, based on a suitable restriction of the product worlds, the thesis can
be expressed as a bridge result of the form Pφ → Sφ in the new logic.

While this modal result does not explain why the structuralist thesis holds, it seems
well motivated by considerations concerning the conceptual relation between informal
provability and structurality. In particular, following the considerations given by Rav
and Leitgeb, we saw that the notion of informal provability is best understood as
having a semantic component. Specifically, we proposed that an informal proof is
a method of extracting propositional information by logical and set-theoretic means
from axiomatically defined concepts. If proofs are understood in this way, the modal
reconstruction of the structuralist thesis seems well justified.

Acknowledgements Funded by the European Union (ERC, FORMALISM, 101044114). Views and opin-
ions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European
Union or the European Research Council Executive Agency. Neither the European Union nor the grant-
ing authority can be held responsible for them. This project has also received funding from the Marie
Skłodowska-Curie Grant Agreement No. 890376. The authors wish to thank Hannes Leitgeb and several
anonymous referees for helpful comments and discussions of this material.

123



Synthese           (2023) 202:55 Page 25 of 26    55 

Declarations

Competing interest The authors declare that there are no competing interests.

OpenAccess This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence,
and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article are included
in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If
material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted
by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the
copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Andreas, H., & Schiemer, G. (2023). Modal structuralism with theoretical terms. Erkenntnis. , 88, 721–745.
Antonutti Marfori, M. (2010). Informal proofs and mathematical rigour. Studia Logica, 96, 261–272.
Avigad, J. (2008). Understanding proofs. In P. Mancosu (Ed.), The Philosophy of Mathematical Practice

(pp. 317–353). Oxford University Press.
Avigad, J. (2021). Reliability of mathematical inference. Synthese, 198, 7377–7399.
Azzouni, J. (2009). Why do informal proofs conform to formal norms? Foundations of Science, 14, 9–26.
Benacerraf, P. (1965). What numbers could not be. Philosophical Review, 74, 47–73.
Boolos, G. (1985). Nominalist platonism. The Philosophical Review, 94, 327–344.
Boolos, G. (1993). The Logic of Provability. Cambridge University Press.
Burgess, J. (1999). Review of Shapiro (1997). Notre Dame Journal of Formal Logic, 40, 283–291.
Cantù, P. (2023). What is axiomatics? Annals of Mathematics and Philosophy, 1, 1–24.
Carnielli, W., & Coniglio, M. E. (2020). Combining logics. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford encyclopedia

of philosophy. Springer.
Fitting, M. (1969). Logics with several modal operators. Theoria, 35, 259–266.
Gödel, K. (1933). Eine interpretation des intuitionistischen aussagenkalüls. Ergebnisse eines Mathematis-

chen Kolloquiums, 4, 39–40.
Gödel, K. (1933/1986). An interpretation of the intuitionistic propositional calculus. In: Feferman, S.,

Dawson Jr., J. W., Kleene, S. C., Moore, G. H., Solovay, R. M., & van Heijenoort, J., (eds.), Kurt

Gödel, Collected Works, Volume I, Publications 1929-1936, Clarendon Press, (pp. 301–303).
Hamami, Y. (2021). Proofs, reliable processes, and justification in mathematics. British Journal for the

Philosophy of Science. https://doi.org/10.1086/715137
Hellman, G. (1989). Mathematics Without Numbers. Clarendon Press.
Hellman, G. (1996). Structuralism without structures. Philosophia Mathematica, 4, 100–123.
Hellman, G. (2021). What is categorical structuralism? Mathematics and Its Logics: Philosophical Essays

(pp. 43–53). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Hellman, G., & Shapiro, S. (2018). Mathematical Structuralism (Elements in the Philosophy of Mathemat-

ics). Cambridge University Press.
Heylen, J. (2013). Modal-epistemic arithmetic and the problem of quantifying in. Synthese, 190, 89–111.
Horsten, L. (1993). Epistemic and modal-epistemic arithmetic. PhD thesis, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven.
Horsten, L. (1994). Modal-epistemic variants of Shapiro’s system of epistemic arithmetic. Notre Dame

Journal of Formal Logic, 35, 284–291.
Horsten, L. (2000). Models for the logic of possible proofs. Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 81, 49–66.
Korbmacher, J., & Schiemer, G. (2018). What are structural properties? Philosophia Mathematica, 26,

295–323.
Leitgeb, H. (2009). On formal and informal provability. In O. Bueno & . Linnebo (Eds.), New Waves in

Philosophy of Mathematics (pp. 263–299). Palgrave Macmillan.
Leitgeb, H. (2020). On non-eliminative structuralism. Unlabeled graphs as a case study, part a. Philosophia

Mathematica, 28, 317–346.
Linnebo, Ø. (2008). Structuralism and the notion of dependence. Philosophical Quarterly, 58, 59–79.

123

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1086/715137


   55 Page 26 of 26 Synthese           (2023) 202:55 

Linnebo, Ø. (2013). The potential hierarchy of sets. The Review of Symbolic Logic, 6, 205–228.
Linnebo, Ø., & Pettigrew, R. (2014). Two types of abstraction for structuralism. Philosophical Quarterly,

64, 267–283.
MacFarlane, J. (2017). Logical constants. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford encyclopedia of philosophy.

Springer.
Maehara, S. (1954). Eine darstellung der intuitionistischen logik in der klassischen. Nagoya Mathematical

Journal, 7, 45–64.
Marker, D. (2002). Model theory: An Introduction. Springer.
McKinsey, J. C. C., & Tarski, A. (1948). Some theorems about the sentential calculi of Lewis and Heyting.

Journal of Symbolic Logic, 13, 1–15.
Parsons, C. (2004). Structuralism and metaphysics. Philosophical Quarterly, 54, 56–77.
Priest, G. (2008). An introduction to non-classical logic: from if to is (2nd ed.). Cambridge University Press.
Proietti, C. (2012). Intuitionistic epistemic logic, Kripke models and Fitch’s paradox. Journal of Philosoph-

ical Logic, 41, 877–900.
Rasiowa, H., & Sikorski, R. (1953). Algebraic treatment of the notion of satisfiability. Fundamenta Math-

ematicae, 40, 62–95.
Rav, Y. (1999). Why do we prove theorems? Philosophia Mathematica, 7, 5–41.
Reck, E. H., & Price, M. P. (2000). Structures and structuralism in contemporary philosophy of mathematics.

Synthese, 125, 341–383.
Reck, E. H., & Schiemer, G. (2023). Structuralism in the philosophy of mathematics. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.),

The Stanford encyclopedia of philosophy. Springer.
Resnik, M. D. (1997). Mathematics as a Science of Patterns. Oxford University Press.
Sagi, G., & Woods, J. (2021). The Semantic Conception of Logic. Cambridge University Press.
Schiemer, G., & Wigglesworth, J. (2019). The structuralist thesis reconsidered. The British Journal for the

Philosophy of Science, 70, 1201–1226.
Schlimm, D. (2013). Axioms in mathematical practice. Philosophia Mathematica, 21, 37–92.
Segerberg, K. (1973). Two-dimensional modal logic. Journal of Philosophical Logic, 2, 77–96.
Šehtman, V. (1978). Two-dimensional modal logics. Akademiya Nauk SSSR. Matematicheskie Zametki, 23,

759–772.
Shapiro, S. (1985). Epistemic and intuitionistic arithmetic. In S. Shapiro (Ed.), Intensional mathematics,

studies in logic and the foundation of mathematics (Vol. 113, pp. 11–43). North Holland.
Shapiro, S. (1997). Philosophy of mathematics: structure and ontology. Oxford University Press.
Shapiro, S. (2005). Categories, structures, and the Frege–Hilbert controversy: the status of meta-

mathematics. Philosophia Mathematica, 13, 61–77.
Sher, G. (1991). The Bounds of Logic. MIT Press.
Sher, G. (2008). Tarski’s thesis. In D. Patterson (Ed.), New Essays on Tarski and Philosophy (pp. 300–339).

Oxford University Press.
Stern, J. (2015). Toward Predicate Approaches to Modality Trends in logic (Vol. 44). Springer.
Thomason, R. H. (1984). Combinations of tense and modality. In D. M. Gabbay & F. Guenthner (Eds.),

Handbook of philosophical logic (Vol. 2, pp. 135–165). D. Reidel.
Urbaniak, R., & Pawlowski, P. (2018). Logics of (formal and informal) provability. In S. O. Hansson & V.

F. Hendricks (Eds.), Handbook of Philosophical Logic (pp. 191–237). Springer.
van Dalen, D. (2008). Logic and Structure (4th ed.). Springer.
Weir, A. (2016). Informal proof, formal proof, formalism. The Review of Symbolic Logic, 9, 23–43.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps
and institutional affiliations.

123


	Structuralism and informal provability
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Structural information: a modal framework
	2.1 A modal operator for structural information
	2.2 A modal semantics for structural information

	3 Semantics for informal provability
	3.1 A modal operator for informal provability
	3.2 A modal semantics for informal provability

	4 The structuralist thesis
	4.1 Combining modal logics
	4.2 Mathematical structuralism and the structuralist thesis

	5 Interpreting the structuralist thesis
	5.1 The semantic content of informal proofs
	5.2 The role of axioms in informal proofs

	6 Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


