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OveRtuRe: Why higheR categoRies?

Category theory is built on an observation: considering mathematical objects with a spec-
ified structure1 is effectively the same thing as considering the set of all maps2 which 1 Groups, topological spaces, dg-algebras, or whatever

you like.
2 Morphisms, really.

preserve that structure. This observation leads to the categorical perspective — consider-
ing structure-preserving maps to be the key to understanding mathematical structures.

While this perspective is of great utility, there are cases where simply considering
morphisms is insufficient to fully understand the the mathematical structures under
consideration. Ironically, one of the first places where this manifests is in the study of
categories. If we consider the category Cat, whose objects are (small3) categories and 3 There’s some set theoretic futzing about which is re-

quired to avoid Russell’s Paradox-style issues with the
“category of all categories”. These notes will compre-
hensively neglect such issues outside this sidenote. We
will work by assuming that there are small sets and large
sets, such that the set of all small sets is a large set. This
can be done far more rigorously with the language of
Grothendieck Universes, which we will not discuss here.

whose morphisms are functors, our only notion of when two categories are “the same” is
an isomorphism of categories: two categories C and D are isomorphic if there is a functor

F : C D

which is bijective on objects, and induces a bijection on hom-sets.
As anyone who has studied categories can tell, this is a problem. The idea of isomor-

phism of categories is insanely rigid and restrictive. For instance, the category VectfdR of
finite-dimensional vector spaces over R should be effectively the same as the category
VecteucR whose objects are the spaces Rn for n ∈ N. However, these categories are not
isomorphic — they are equivalent.

To rectify this issue, we need to consider 2-morphisms — morphisms between mor-
phisms. When our morphisms are functors, our 2-morphisms are natural transformations.4 4 Reminder: a natural transformation from F : C → D

to G : C → D consists of a collection of morphisms
µc : F (c) → G(c) in D such that, for every f : c → d

in C, the diagram

F (c) G(c)

F (d) G(d)

F (f)

µc

G(f)

µd

commute.

We can then define a 2-category Cat whose objects are (small) categories, whose mor-
phisms are functors, and whose 2-morphisms are natural transformations.

In this 2-category, we get a much better notion of when “two categories are the same”.
We say that two categories C and D are equivalent when there are functors F : C D

and G : D C and natural isomorphisms

µ : G ◦ F IdC

ν : F ◦G IdD

∼=

∼=

(1)

This is the usual notion of equivalence of categories, and much better suited to studying
categories.

To get a sensible notion, we had to go one rung up a ladder — considering objects,
morphisms5 between objects, and 2-morphisms between morphisms, rather than just 5 In a higher category, we often call morphisms between

objects 1-morphisms.
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objects and morphisms between them. The idea of higher category theory is to extend this
process. Instead of just considering objects and morphisms, we consider a hierarchy:

• Objects

• (1-)morphisms between objects

• 2-morphisms between 1-morphisms

• 3-morphisms between 2-morphisms

•
...

If we stop that process at n-morphisms, we get an n-category. If we continue it off to
infinity, we get what is sometimes called an ω-category, or an (∞,∞)-category.

When we have n-morphisms for any n, it no longer makes sense to require “equations”
of morphisms to hold strictly. So instead of requiring µ ◦ ν = η for k-morphisms µ, ν, and
η, we choose a (k + 1)-isomorphism τ : µ ◦ ν η

∼= . We might then have to specify
additional conditions on τ , now using (k + 2)-isomorphisms.

This sort of data — specifying 2-isomorphisms instead of equalities, and then 3-
isomorphisms between those, and so on off to infinity — is often called coherence data.6 6 We’ll explore a more specific example of coherence data

later in this chapter.Notice that to define coherence data, we only need the n-isomorphism, rather than all n-
isomorphism. It therefore suffices to consider an (∞, 1)-category: an (∞,∞)-category
where all n-morphisms for n > 1 are invertible.7 For the rest of these notes, we will be 7 “Invertible” in a higher-categorical setting means

“Invertible up to coherence data”. So, for instance, an
equivalence of categories is invertible in this sense.

studying a model for (∞, 1)-categories, and how coherence works in this model. Follow-
ing [9], we will tend to refer to (∞, 1)-categories as∞-categories for brevity.

The fundamental metaphor and the homotopy hypothesis

Our understanding of∞-categories is built on a metaphor Let’s consider an∞-category
where all 1-morphisms are invertible up to coherent data. Such an∞-category is called
an (∞, 0)-category or an∞-groupoid. If we look at Equation 1 very closely, we can notice
something surprising, this looks a lot like the definition of a homotopy equivalence of
topological spaces.

This leads to the fundamental metaphor of higher category theory: ∞-groupoids look
basically the same as topological spaces. An invertible 1-morphism between objects is
kind of like a path between points, an invertible 2-morphism between 1-morphisms is
kind of like a homotopy between paths, an invertible 3-morphism between 2-morphisms
is kind of like a homotopy of homotopies, and so on.

This insight is sometimes phrased as a theorem in a given model of∞-categories, but
its really more of an axiom, requirement, or sanity check. If∞-groupoids aren’t basically
the same thing as spaces, then our definition of∞-categories is off the mark. Most higher
category theorists refer to this sanity check as the

Homotopy Hypothesis. An∞-groupoid is the same thing as a topological space.

There are, as always some technicalities involved8, but in essence, this is the key obser- 8 For instance, by a topological space, we don’t mean any
topological space, but rather a sufficiently good one —
one that can be built as a cell-decomposition.

vation which enables the study of higher categories.
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An example of coherent data

Now that we’ve got some sense of what we mean by an∞-category, and how we think
about∞-categories, there’s a natural question to ask: Why?

An∞-category is a lot of data, as is even the simplest coherence condition, and it
makes sense to wonder why any of this could be necessary. Rather than try to make a
general argument that higher data is useful, lets look at a classical example.

Let X be a path-connected topological space, and x ∈ X a point. We can consider the
space9 of loops in X based at x: 9 We won’t define the topology on ΩxX formally here —

if you are familiar with the compact-open topology, view
ΩxX as a subspace of the space of continuous maps
[0, 1] → X .ΩxX :=

{
α:[0,1]→X s.t.
α(0)=α(1)=x

}
We can define something like a multiplication on ΩxX :

∗ : ΩxX × ΩxX ΩxX

which sends a pair of loops α and β to the loop β ∗ α which we schematically depict as

α β
0 10.5

This multiplication is probably familiar to you. If we take path components of the loop
space, we get the underlying set of the fundamental group π0(ΩxX) = π1(X,x). The
map induced by ∗ on π0(ΩxX) is the associative multiplication in the fundamental group.

However, taking path components kills off a lot of the data contained in ΩxX , so lets
try not to do that, and instead study ∗ as a multiplication on the loop space. We imme-
diately run into a problem: this multiplication is not associative. We know that up to
homotopy we get an associative multiplication, but if we draw γ ∗ (β ∗ α) and (γ ∗ β) ∗ α,
we get

α β γ
0 11

2
3
4 α β γ

0 11
4

1
2

(γ ∗ β) ∗ α γ ∗ (β ∗ α)

6=

However, since we know that the multiplication is associative up to homotopy, we can
choose a homotopy for every triple γ, β, α of loops

Aγ,β,α : (γ ∗ β) ∗ α γ ∗ (β ∗ α).≃

We then run into another problem: if we choose four loops δ, γ, β, and α, these homo-
topies might provide more than one way of getting from the product (δ ∗ γ) ∗ (β ∗ α) to
the product δ ∗ (γ ∗ (β ∗ α)). We draw these paths in blue and red below.
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((δγ)β)α

(δγ)(βα)

δ(γ(βα))

δ((γβ)α) (δ(γβ))α

Fortunately, we can just play the same game one step up: we can choose a homotopy
Hδ,γ,β,α connecting the blue path to the red path. It turns out that if we choose five loops,
we get a similar problem (now described by a 3-dimensional polyhedron10), and we can 10 This polyhedron is rather more complicated. It is

sometimes calledK5 or the 3-dimensional associohedron,
and was discovered by James Stasheff in his study of
A∞-spaces [13]. If we draw this associohedron, we get
something like:

(Image credit: Nilesj, retrieved from wikimedia com-
mons.) While there are, of course, higher-dimensional
associahedra, we cannot draw or visualize them as
easily, and must content ourselves with combinatorial
descriptions.

choose a homotopy between the homotopies. If we continue choosing these homotopies
off to infinity, we get an algebro-topological structure on ΩxX , called an A∞-space struc-
ture. Schematically, an A∞-space structure on a space Y consists of

• A map ∗ : Y × Y → Y

• For every a, b, c ∈ Y , chosen paths Aa,b,c in Y displaying the homotopy associativity
of ∗.

• For every triple a, b, c, d ∈ Y , chosen homotopies Ha,b,c,d filling the pentagon as
drawn above.

• . . . .

As with our previous descriptions of coherence, this is a lot of data to keep track of.
More, perhaps, than we might want to. However, it turns out that this structure allows us
to make a powerful statement:

Theorem 0.1 (Stashef). Let Y be a topological space. The following are equivalent.

1. We can define the structure of an A∞-space on Y endowing π0(Y ) with the structure of a
group.

2. There is a space X with basepoint x and a homotopy equivalence

Y ' ΩxX.

We already knew one of the implications in this theorem, more or less: loop spaces
carry “group-like” A∞-structures. But the other direction allows us to recognize loop
spaces in terms of algebraic structures.

It turns out that the language of∞-categories is very well-suited to discuss A∞-
spaces. To whet your appetite for things to come, let me loosely state a theorem about
A∞-spaces:

Theorem 0.2. An A∞-space is a coherently associative monoid in the∞-category of spaces.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Nilesj
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Associahedron_K5_front.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Associahedron_K5_front.svg


1
The theoRy of 1-categoRies

Before we can embark on the exploration of higher category theory, we will need a firm
1-categorical foundation. Much of the intuition behind quasi-categories rests on being
able to visualize the underlying 1-categorical concept, and many proofs require subtle
manipulations of 1-categories. We therefore begin with 1-category theory.

1 Categories, Functors, Natural transformations

In some sense, a category is a setting in which to do mathematics. It tells us what kind of
mathematical objects we are considering, and how we relate them. More formally

Definition 1.1. A category C consists of

• A set Ob(C), called the objects of C.

• For each pair of objects x, y ∈ Ob(C), a set HomC(x, y) called the morphisms from x to
y. We will write f : x→ y for a morphism f ∈ HomC(x, y).

• For every triple of objects x, y, z ∈ Ob(C), a map of sets

◦ : HomC(y, z)× HomC(x, y) HomC(x, z)

(f, g) f ◦ g

called composition.

• For every x ∈ Ob(C), a distinguished element idx ∈ HomC(x, x) called the identity on
x.

These data are then required to satisfy the following conditions.

• (Associativity) For every triple of morphisms x h→ y, y g→ z, and z f→ w, the compos-
ites

f ◦ (g ◦ h) = (f ◦ g) ◦ h

are equal.
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• (Unitality) For f : x→ y and g : y → x, we have

f ◦ idx = f and idx ◦ g = g.

Example 1.2.

1. There is a category Set whose objects are (small) sets, and such that, for every two sets
X and Y , we have

HomSet(X,Y ) := {functions f : X → Y }.

The composition is the usual composition of functions, and the identies are the identity
maps.

2. There are categories Grp and Ab whose objects are (small) groups and (small)1 abelian 1 We say that a group is small if its underlying set is
small. The same holds for other types of objects — vector
spaces, topological spaces, etc.

groups, respectively, and whose morphisms are group homomorphisms.

3. There is a category Top whose objects are (small) topological spaces, and whose mor-
phisms are continuous maps of topological spaces.

4. Let k be a (small) field. There is a category Vectk whose objects are (small) k-vector
spaces, and whose morphisms are linear maps.

5. Let (P,≥) be a partially ordered set. We can define a category P with Ob(P) := P , and
a unique morphism p→ p′ if and only if p ≤ p′. We will often have cause to sketch categories arising

from posets. Let us consider, for instance, the category
associated to the power set P({0, 1}), ordered by
inclusion. We will draw an arrow for every non-identity
morphism:

{0} {0, 1}

∅ {1}

In the picture, we assume that the category is a poset,
e.g. that the arrow from ∅ → {0, 1} is the composite of
the arrows ∅ → {1} → {0, 1} and the composite of the
arrows ∅ → {0} → {0, 1}. For ease of drawing, we will
sometimes omit composite arrows:

{0} {0, 1}

∅ {1}

6. Let G be a group. Then there is a category BG with a single object ∗, and HomBG(∗, ∗) =
G. The composition is given by g ◦ f = g · f , and the identity is the neutral element of
G.

7. (Key Example) We define the simplex category ∆ to be the category whose objects
are the totally ordered sets [n] := {0, 1, . . . , n} for n ≥ 0, and whose morphisms
[n]→ [m] are maps of sets f : [n]→ [m] such that, if a ≤ b, f(a) ≤ f(b).

8. Let C be a category. We can define the opposite category Cop to have Ob(Cop) = Ob(C),
and, for every x, y ∈ Ob(Cop)

HomCop(x, y) = HomC(y, x).

The composition and identities are the same maps as in C. One thinks of the opposite
category as ‘reversing the arrows’ of C, i.e. reversing the direction of morphisms.

9. Given two categories C and D, we can form a new category C × D, called the product
category. The objects are Ob(C × D) = Ob(C) × Ob(D), and the morphisms are given
by

HomC×D((x1, x2), (y1, y2)) := HomC(x1, y1)× HomD(x2, y2).

The identities are id(x,y) = (idx, idy).



an intRoduction to asi-categoRies 11

Definition 1.3. Let C be a category, and let f : x → y be a morphism in C. We call
g : y → x a right inverse2 of f if f ◦ g = idy . We say that g is a left inverse of f if 2 This is also sometimes called a section of f .

g ◦ f = idx. If g is both a left and right inverse to f , then we call g the inverse of f , and
say that f is an isomorphism in C.

Exercise 1. Justify calling g the inverse of f by showing that any two inverses of f are
equal. Show that every identity is an isomorphism.
Exercise 2. Show that the isomorphisms in Set, Top and Grp are, respectively, the bijec-
tions, homeomorphisms, and group isomorphisms. Show that the only isomorphisms in
the simplex category ∆ are the identities.

Definition 1.4. If every morphism in a category C is an isomorphism, we call C a
groupoid.

Exercise 3. Let G be a finite group. Show that BG is a groupoid. Show that every groupoid
G which has only one object ∗ arises in this way.

So how do we relate different categories to one another? We need to define a ‘map of
categories’ which tells us not only how objects relate, but also how morphisms relate.

Definition 1.5. Let C and D be categories. A functor F : C → D consists of a map of
sets F : Ob(C) → Ob(D), and, for each x, y ∈ Ob(C) a map of sets F : HomC(x, y) →
HomD(F (x), F (y)) such that:

• For every x ∈ Ob(C), F (idx) = idF (x).

• For every pair of composable morphisms x g→ y
f→ z in C, we have that F (f ◦ g) =

F (f) ◦ F (g).
One can compose functors in the obvious way — simply
compose the defining maps of sets. We will leave it as
an exercise to the reader to check that this is actually a
functor.

Example 1.6.

1. For every category C, there is an ‘identity’ functor idC : C → C which sends x 7→ x

and f 7→ f .

2. There is a functor F : Top → Set which sends each topological space to its underlying
set, and each continuous map to the underlying map of sets.

3. Let G be a group. A functor
F : BG Set

Specifies a set X = F (∗) and for each g ∈ G, an isomorphism (bijection) F (g) : X →
X such that F (g · h) = F (g) ◦ F (h). We thus see that specifying the functor F is
equivalent to choosing a set X and a G-action on X .

4. There is a functor
Vectopk Vectk

which sends each vector space V to the dual vector space V ∨ := HomVectk(V, k) and
each morphism f : V →W to the induced map

f∗ W∨ V ∨

α α ◦ f
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of vector spaces.

Construction 1.7. Let C be a category, and S ⊂ Ob(C) be a set of objects. We define the
full subcategory of C on S to be the category D with Ob(D) = S and, for each x, y ∈ S

HomD(x, y) = HomC(x, y).

Definition 1.8. There is a category Cat whose objects are (small) categories, and whose
morphisms are functors.3 3 This runs into the same set-theoretic difficulties alluded

to earlier. While we won’t go into these here, it is
important to note that Cat, though it is a category, is not
an object of Cat. That is, the category of categories does
not contain itself.

Exercise 4. The totally ordered sets [n] from the definition of the simplex category are, in
particular, posets, and thus give rise to categories n. Show that the simplex category ∆

can be identified with the full subcategory of Cat on the objects n, n ≥ 0.

Example 1.9. Let’s define a category Setsm to have precisely one object of each cardinal-
ity, and morphisms the maps of sets. It shouldn’t really matter whether we work in Set or
Setsm, but the two categories aren’t isomorphic.

Definition 1.10. Let C and D be categories, and F,G : C → D be functors. A natural
transformation from F to G α : F ⇒ G consists of a morphism αx : F (x) → G(x) in D
for every x ∈ Ob(C) such that, for every morphism f : x→ y in C the following diagram
commutes:4 4 When we say a diagram commutes, we mean that it

follows the convention described above for drawing
posets: if two composites can be equal, they are equal. In
this case, this would mean in equations that G(f)◦αx =

αy ◦ F (f).

F (x) G(x)

F (y) G(y).

αx

F (f) G(f)

αy

We call a natural transformation a natural isomorphism if each of its components αx is an
isomorphism in D.

Example 1.11.

1. There is an ‘identity’ natural isomorphism IdF : F → F for every F : C → D. The
components of IdF are (IdF )x := idF (x)

2. Consider the two functors id, C : Grp → Grp, where C(G) = G/[G,G] is the
abelianization. There is a natural transformation α : id⇒ C with component αG given
by the quotient map G→ G/[G,G].

3. Consider a group G and two functors

F,G : BG Set

Corresponding to G-sets X = F (∗) and Y = G(∗). A natural transformation F ⇒ G

is equivalently a G-equivariant map X → Y .

Construction 1.12. Let β : F ⇒ G and α : G ⇒ H be natural transformations among
functors F,G,H : C → D. We define the composite α ◦ β via the formula, for all x ∈ C,
(α ◦ β)x = αx ◦ βx. To check that this is natural, note that for each morphism f : x → y
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in C we have a pair of squares:

F (x) G(x) H(x)

F (y) G(y) H(y).

βx

F (f) G(f)

αx

H(f)

βy
αy

where the left and right hand squares both commute. It is easy to verify from the diagram
that this means the external square commutes as well5 5 This is a kind of pasting law, and we will often make use

of such arguments without comment.
Exercise 5. Let C and D be categories. Show that there is a category Fun(C,D) with
objects given by functors from C to D, and morphisms given by natural transformations.

Definition 1.13. We say that a functor F : C → D is an equivalence of categories if there
is a functor G : D → C, and natural isomorphisms α : G ◦ F ∼= IdC and β : F ◦G ∼= IdD.
We then say that the categories C and D are equivalent, and call G a weak inverse to F .6 6 Notice that this is almost exactly the same as a homo-

topy equivalence of topological spaces. If we replace the
word “functor” by “continuous map”, the word “cate-
gory” by “space”, and the word “natural isomorphism” by
“homotopy”

Definition 1.14. Let F : C→ D be a functor. We call F

1. full if, for every x, y ∈ C, the map F : HomC(x, y)→ HomD(F (x), F (y)) is surjective.

2. faithful if , for every x, y ∈ C, the map F : HomC(x, y) → HomD(F (x), F (y)) is
injective.

3. fully faithful if it is both full and faithful.

4. essentially surjective if, for every y ∈ D, there exists an x ∈ C such that F (x) is
isomorphic to y.

Proposition 1.15. Let F : C→ D be a functor. Then the following are equivalent:

1. F is fully faithful and essentially surjective.

2. F is an equivalence of categories.

Proof. We first show 2. ⇒ 1. Let G be a weak inverse to F , and α and β the natural
isomorphisms displaying the weak invertibility of F . Given y in D, the y-component of β
is an isomorphism βy : F (G(y))

∼=→ y, showing that F is essentially surjective.
Let f : x→ y be a morphism in C. Then, by the naturality of α, the diagram

G(F (x)) x

G(F (y)) y

αx

G(F (f)) f

αy

commutes. Since αx is invertible, this means that

f = αy ◦G(F (f)) ◦ α−1
x ,

i.e., f is uniquely determined by G(F (f)). Thus G◦F : HomC(x, y)→ HomC(G(F (x)), G(F (y)))

is injective, and hence, F : HomC(x, y) → HomD(F (x), F (y)) is injective, and F is faith-
ful. Note that we can make the same argument with β to find that G is faithful.
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Now let h : F (x)→ F (y) in D be a morphism, and define f := αy ◦G(h) ◦α−1
x . Again

we find a commutative square:

G(F (x)) x

G(F (y)) y

αx

G(h) f

αy

Which implies that G(F (f)) = G(h). However, since G is faithful, this implies F (f) = h,
and thus, F : HomC(x, y)→ HomD(F (x), F (y)) is surjective and F is full.

We now show 1. ⇒ 2. Suppose F is essentially surjective and fully faithful. For
every y ∈ Ob(D), we choose7 an object which we call G(y) ∈ Ob(C) together with an 7 Note that this requires the axiom of choice. As a rule,

we will assume the axiom of choice in our categorical
arguments.

isomorphism βy : F (G(y))
∼=→ y (by essential surjectivity). We then define, for every

h : x→ y in D, the morphism G(h) := F−1(β−1
y ◦ h ◦ βx) ∈ HomC(G(x), G(y)).8 8 We can do this precisely because F is fully faithful, so

the map of sets

F : HomC(G(x), G(y)) → HomD(F (G(x)), F (G(y)))

is a bijection.

Since
G(idx) = F−1(β−1

x ◦ idx ◦ βx) = F−1(β−1
x ◦ βx) = F−1(idx),

we see that G(idx) = idG(x). Moreover, since

G(f ◦ g) = F−1(β−1
z ◦ f ◦ g ◦ βx) = F−1(β−1

z ◦ f ◦ βy ◦ β−1
y ◦ g ◦ βx)

we have G(f ◦ g) = G(f) ◦G(g). Thus, G defines a functor.9 Tracing the definitions, it is 9 We have used the fully faithfulness of F for both
computations here, as well as the functoriality of F .immediate that the squares

F (G(x)) x

F (G(y)) y

βx

F (G(f)) f

βy

commute for any f : x→ y in D, so that β : F ◦G⇒ IdD is a natural isomorphism.
We now seek to obtain the natural isomorphism α : G ◦ F ⇒ IdC. Note that β(F (x)) :

F (G(F (x))) → F (x) is an isomorphism. By the fully faithfulness of F , there is a unique
isomorphism10 αx := F−1(βF (x)) : G(F (x)) → x. Since β is a natural transformation, 10 We leave it as an exercise to the interested reader to

check that this is actually an isomorphism using the
fully-faithfulness of F .

for any f : x→ y in C, we get a commutative square

F (G(F (x))) F (x)

F (G(F (y))) F (y)

βF (x)

F (G(F (f))) F (f)

βF (y)

i.e. F (f ◦ αx) = F (αy ◦G(F (f))). But, since F is fully faithful, this implies

f ◦ αx = αy ◦G(F (f))

and thus the square
G(F (x)) x

G(F (y)) y

αx

G(F (f)) f

αy

commutes. This means that α is natural, and thus provides the desired natural isomor-
phism α : G ◦ F ⇒ IdC.

Exercise 6. Show that the two categories from Example 1.9 are equivalent.
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2 The Yoneda Lemma

We now have enough background to state and prove what might be called the “Funda-
mental Theorem of Category theory” — Yoneda’s Lemma.11 11 Nobuo Yoneda, a computer scientist from Japan,

formulated and proved the Yoneda lemma, but never
published it. He communicated it to Saunders MacLane,
one of the originators of category theory. The name ‘the
Yoneda Lemma’ was given to the lemma by MacLane.

Definition 1.16. Let C be a category12, and c ∈ Ob(C). We define a functor

12 Once again, set-theoretic technicalities come into play.
Technically, what we need for this definition is a locally
small category, that is, a category such that all of the
Hom-sets are ‘small sets.’

hc : C Set

d HomC(c, d)

called the representable functor associated to c. For a morphism f : x → y in C, we define
hc(f) to send g : c→ x to f ◦ g : c→ y.

Similarly, we obtain a representable functor

hc : Cop Set

d HomC(d, c)

This is sometimes called the contravariant13 representable functor associated to c. 13 This is an old terminological convention. A functor
F : C → D is sometimes called a covariant functor
from C to D, and a functor F : Cop → D is called a
contravariant functor from C to D. Covariant functors
preserve the direct of morphisms, whereas contravariant
functors reverse the direction of morphisms.

Exercise 7. Show that
Y : C 7→ Fun(Cop, Set)

c hc

defines a functor. This functor is called the Yoneda embedding.

Notation 1.17. Let F,G : C→ D be functors. We denote the set of natural transformations
from F to G by Nat(F,G). Note that Nat(−, G) : Fun(C,D)op → Set is the representable
functor hG on the category Fun(C,D).

Proposition 1.18 (The Yoneda Lemma). Let F : Cop → Set be a functor and c ∈ Ob(C).
There is an isomorphism

Nat(hc, F )
∼=⇒ F (c)

Moreover, this isomorphism is natural in both c and F .

Before beginning the proof, we first comment on what we mean by “natural in c and
F ”. We view Nat(h(−),−) as a functor Cop × Fun(Cop, Set) → Set, which sends (x, F )
to Nat(hx, F ), and sends a pair of morphisms f : x → y in C and α : F ⇒ G to the
morphism

Nat(hy, F ) Nat(hx, G)

β (α ◦ β ◦ Y(f))

Similarly, we define a functor (c, F ) 7→ F (c) with the obvious functoriality.

Proof. We first prove that there is an isomorphism for any c and F . We define a map

χ(c,F ) : Nat(hc, F ) F (c)

α αc(idc).

We will show that this is a bijection (i.e. an isomorphism in Set.)
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First, let α : hc ⇒ F be an arbitrary natural transformation, and let f : d → c be
a morphism in C (i.e., a morphism c → d in Cop). Then naturality yields a commutative
square

HomC(c, c) HomC(d, c)

F (c) F (d)

hc(f)

αc αd

F (f)

Since hc(f)(idc) = f , this, in particular implies that αd(f) = F (f)(αc(idc)). Therefore, α
is uniquely determined by αc(idc), and thus, χ(c,F ) is injective.

Now, given x ∈ F (c) we define a natural transformation β with by setting βd(f) :=

F (f)(c). We now check that β is natural. Let g : e → d be a morphism in C, and let
f ∈ HomC(d, c). We then have that

αe(hc(g)(f)) = F (hc(g)(f))(idc) = F (g ◦ f)(idc) = F (g)(F (f)(idc))

and by definition
F (g)(αd(f)) = F (g)(F (f)(idc)).

So the diagram

HomC(d, c) HomC(e, c)

F (d) F (e)

hc(g)

αc αd

F (g)

commutes. Hence, β is a natural transformation with χ(c,F )(β) = x, and χ(c,F ) is surjec-
tive.

We now show naturality in c. Let f : c → d be a morphism in C. We wish to show
that, for any F : Cop → Set the diagram

Nat(hd, F ) Nat(hc, F )

F (d) F (c)

−◦Y(f)

χ(d,F ) χ(c,F )

F (f)

commutes. We therefore compute, for an arbitrary natural transformation α : hd ⇒ F ,

χ(c,F )(α ◦ Y(f)) = (α ◦ Y(f))c(idc) = αc(Y(f)c(idc)) = αc(f ◦ idc) = αc(f)

Similarly, we compute
F (f)(χ(d,F )(α)) = F (f) ◦ αd(idd).

However, since α is, itself a natural transformation, our work above shows that

F (f)(αd(idd)) = αc(f).

so the diagram commutes, and χ is natural in c.
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Finally, we show naturality in F . Let β : F → G be a natural transformation, and c an
arbitrary object of C. We want to show that the diagram

Nat(hc, F ) Nat(hc, G)

F (c) G(c)

β◦−

χ(c,F ) χ(c,G)

βc

commutes. We again compute for an arbitrary natural transformation α : hc ⇒ F ,

χ(c,G)(β ◦ α) = (β ◦ α)c(idc)

and
βc(χ(c,F )(α)) = βc(αc(idc))

This shows that the diagram commutes, and so χ is natural in F .

Exercise 8. Show that the Yoneda embedding

Y : C→ Fun(Cop, Set)

is fully faithful.14 In particular, if there is a natural isomorphism α : hc ∼= hd, then there is 14 This is, in fact, what we mean by an embedding of
categories: a fully faithful functor.a unique isomorphism c ∼= d in C corresponding to α under the Yoneda embedding.

Definition 1.19. A universal property on a category C is a functor

U : Cop → Set.

A pair (c, α), where c ∈ Ob(C) and α : hc ⇒ U is a natural isomorphism is called a rep-
resentation of U . We also say that (c, α) satisfies the universal property U . We often abuse
notation by saying that the object c satisfies U , and leaving the natural isomorphism
implicit.

Remark 1.20. We will also consider the dual case, that of a functor U : C → Set, as a uni-
versal property on C. Here an pair satisfying U is an object c and a natural isomorphism
hc ∼= U .

Example 1.21. Define a functor

UV,W : Vectk → Set

by mapping Z ∈ Vectk to the set Bilin(V,W ;Z) of bilinear maps V × W → Z and
mapping a linear map f : X → Z to the map

Bilin(V,W ;X) Bilin(V,W ;Z)

g f ◦ g

A tensor product of V andW over k is then a representation of UV,W .
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Definition 1.22. Let C be a category, and define a functor

∗ : Cop → Set

which sends every object of C to the singleton set {∗}. A terminal object of C is a repre-
sentation (c, α) for ∗.

An initial object is a terminal object in Cop, that is, a representation of the functor

∗ : C→ Set

which sends every object to the singleton set.15 15 An initial object is the dual concept to a terminal
object — it is obtained by simply reversing the definitions
of the arrows.

Let’s unpack what the definition means for a terminal
object. Suppose c ∈ C is terminal. This means that α
provides a natural isomorphism

HomC(−, c) = hc(−) ∼= {∗}

That is, HomC(d, c) is a singleton set for every d ∈ c.
Since there is a unique bijection between any two
singleton sets, naturality is automatic. The definition
therefore amounts to saying that an object c is terminal
if and only if there is a unique morphism d → c for
every d ∈ C.
An object c is then initial if and only if there is a

unique morphism f : c→ d for every object d in C.

3 Adjunctions

Adjunctions are a key generalization of equivalences of categories. They consist, in effect,
of a weakening of Definition 1.13.

Definition 1.23. An adjunction between two categories C and D consists of a functor F :

C→ D (the left adjoint), a functor G : D→ C (the right adjoint), a natural transformation
ε : idC ⇒ G ◦ F (the unit), and a natural transformation η : F ◦ G ⇒ idD (the counit).
These data are required to satisfy two conditions.

1. The composite
F F ◦G ◦ F FF◦ϵ η◦F

is the identity transformation on F .

2. The composite
G G ◦ F ◦G Gϵ◦G G◦η

is the identity transformation on G.

There is an equivalent characterization of adjunctions, which is somewhat easier to
keep track of:

Suppose we are given an adjunction (F,G, ε, η) between categories C and D, then for
every c ∈ C and d ∈ D we can obtain a map of sets

φc,d : HomD(F (c), d) HomC(G(F (c)), G(d)) HomC(c,G(d)).
G −◦ϵc

It turns out that this datum uniquely characterizes the adjunction

Lemma 1.24. Given an adjunction (F,G, ε, η), the maps φc,d are isomorphisms, natural in
c and d.

Proof. We first prove naturality. Given f : b→ c in C and g : d→ e in D, we can form the
diagram

HomD(F (c), d) HomC(G(F (c)), G(d)) HomC(c,G(d))

HomD(F (b), e) HomC(G(F (b)), G(e)) HomC(b,G(e)).

G

g◦(−)◦F (f)

−◦ϵc

G(g)◦(−)◦G(F (f)) G(g)◦(−)◦f

G −◦ϵb
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The left-hand square commutes by the functoriality of G, and the right-hand square com-
mutes by the naturality of ε.16 16 In particular, the naturality of epsilon means that the

diagram
c G(F (c))

b G(F (b))

ϵc

f G(F (f))

ϵb

commutes. Passing through the Yoneda embedding
yields the commutativity of the last square.

Now we show that φc,d is an isomorphism. We define an putative inverse by

χc,d : HomC(c,G(d)) HomD(F (c), F (G(d))) HomD(F (c), d)
F ηd◦−

Our claim is then that χc,d is inverse to φc,d.
To see that this is the case, consider the diagram

HomC(c,G(d)) HomD(F (c), F (G(d))) HomD(F (c), d)

HomC(G(F (c)), G(F (G(d)))) HomC(G(F (c)), G(d))

HomC(c,G(d))

F ηd◦−

G G

G(ηd)◦−

−◦ϵc

Where the middle square commutes by functoriality. If we start with a morphism f : c →
G(d) in C, we need only check that G(ηd) ◦G(F (f)) ◦ εc = f .

However, by the naturality of ε, we see that

G(ηd) ◦G(F (f)) ◦ εc = G(ηd) ◦ εG(d) ◦ f

However, the second compatibility condition dictates that G(ηd) ◦ εG(d) = idG(d). Thus
φc,d◦χc,d = idHomC(c,G(d)). The statement that χc,d◦φc,d = id is formally dual, completing
the proof.

Proposition 1.25. Let F : C→ D and G : D→ C be functors. The following conditions are
equivalent:

1. There is the datum of an adjunction (F,G, ε, η) displaying F as left adjoint to G.

2. There is an isomorphism

φc,d : HomD(F (c), d) HomC(c,G(d))
∼=

natural in c ∈ C and d ∈ D.

Proof. We have already see that (1) implies (2) in the previous lemma.
Now suppose that (2) holds. In particular, there are isomorphisms

φc,F (c) : HomD(F (c), F (c)) HomC(c, F (G(c))) and

φ−1
G(d),d : HomC(G(d), G(d)) HomD(F (G(d)), d)

We can define a unit εc := φc,F (c)(idF (c)) and a counit ηd := φ−1
G(d),d(idG(d)). Checking

that these satisfy the identities for unit and counit is routine, but tedious — we leave this
as an exercise.

Corollary 1.26. Let F : C → D be a functor. If a right adjoint of F exists, it is unique up
to unique natural isomorphism. Dually, if a left adjoint of F exists, it is unique up to unique
natural isomorphism.
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Proof. This follows from the Yoneda lemma and the natural isomorphism of Hom-sets
from Proposition 1.25.

Example 1.27.

1. Consider the functor
F : Ab Set

which forgets the underlying group structure.17 This functor admits a left adjoint, 17 In general, functors are called forgetful if they forget
some underlying mathematical structure. In this case, we
send each Abelian group to its underlying map of sets,
and send each homomorphism to the map on underlying
sets.

called the free Abelian group functor

Z[−] : Set Ab

S Z[S]

which sends each set S to the free Abelian group Z[S] on S. We can define a map

HomAb(Z[S], G) HomSet(S, F (G))

f (s 7→ f(1s)) .

We leave to the reader the verification that this map is a natural isomorphism.

This style of construction is a very general construction. In general one can say that a
‘free’ construction is a left adjoint to a forgetful functor.

2. Consider the functor
F : Top Set

which sends each topological space to its underlying set, and each continuous map to
the map of underlying sets. This admits a left adjoint Disc : Set → Top which sends
each set X to the topological space (X,P(X)), i.e. the discrete topology on X .

The functor F also admits a right adjoint, Ind : Set → Top, which sends each set X to
the topological space (X, {∅, X}) — the indiscrete or trivial topology on X .

3. ([12, Ex. 4.1.12])The forgetful functor

F : Field Set

does not admit left or right adjoints. This is because there are no field homomorphisms
between fields of different characteristic.

4. For any X ∈ Set, the Hom-functor

HomSet(X,−) : Set Set

has a left adjoint
−×X : Set Set

The associated natural isomorphism is given by

HomSet(Y,HomSet(X,Z)) HomSet(Y ×X,Z)

f ((y, x) 7→ fy(x))

∼=

where we write fy : X → Z for the image of y under f .
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5. Let CW be the full subcategory of Top whose objects are CW-complexes. There is a
functor

C(X,−) : CW Top

which sends a space Z to the topological space C(X,Z) of continuous maps from X to
Z equipped with the compact-open topology. Then there is a natural isomorphism

HomTop(Y,C(X,Z)) HomTop(Y ×X,Z)
∼=

obtained by restricting the natural isomorphism from the previous example to the
continuous maps.

4 Limits

We will now consider a very special kind of adjunction. Let’s consider a (small) category
I — which we will call our indexing category, and a category C. Further denote by [0]

the category with a single object 0 and no non-identity morphisms. There is a unique (!)
functor

T : I [0]

which then induces a unique functor

const : C ∼= C[0] CI

which we call the constant diagram functor. This functor takes an object c ∈ C and maps it
to the functor constc : I→ C which maps every object to c and every morphism to idc.

Our aim is to investigate the left and right adjoints to this functor (if they exist). Such
adjoints describe widely used constructions in category theory — the so-called limits and
colimits.

Definition 1.28. If the constant diagram functor admits a left adjoint, we denote this
adjoint by

colimI : CI C

and call it the (I-indexed) colimit functor. For a diagram F : I → C, we will call colimI F a
colimit of F . When the colimit functor exists, we say that C admits I-indexed colimits. If C
admits I-indexed colimits for any (small) category I, we say that C is cocomplete.

Dual Definition 1.28. If the constant diagram functor
admits a right adjoint, we denote this adjoint by

lim : CI C

and call it the (I-indexed) limit functor. For a diagram
F : I → C, we will call limI F a limit of F . When the
limit functor exists, we say that C admits I-indexed limits.
If C admits I-indexed limits for any (small) category I, we
say that C is complete.

This definition is all well and good, but so far it’s just so much abstract nonsense. Lets
unwind the definition a little bit, to see what it is saying.

By the hom-set definition of an adjunction, const having a left adjoint means that there
is an isomorphism

ψ : HomC(colim
I

F, c) ∼= Nat(F, constc),

natural in F ∈ CI and c ∈ C. There’s something important to notice here: If we fix
F , this isomorphism can be viewed as a universal property! colimI F is just an object
corepresenting the functor

C Set

c Nat(F, constc).
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One consequence of this is that it makes sense to talk about the colimit of a specific dia-
gram regardless of whether or not the colimit functor exists more globally or not! Dual Definition 1.29. A cone over a diagram F : I → C

is a natural transformation χ : constc ⇒ F . More
precisely, a cocone over F consists of:
• an object c ∈ C called the tip of the cone; and

• for every object i ∈ I, a morphism χi : F (i) ⇒ c.
The morphisms χi must be such that, for every mor-
phism f : i→ j in I, the diagram

c

F (i) F (j)

χi χj

F (f)

commutes.

Now lets unwind this universal property.

Definition 1.29. A cocone over a diagram F : I→ C is a natural transformation χ : F ⇒
constc. More precisely, a cocone over F consists of:

• an object c ∈ C called the tip of the cocone; and

• for every object i ∈ I, a morphism χi : F (i)→ c.

The morphisms χi must be such that, for every morphism f : i→ j in I, the diagram

F (i) F (j)

c

F (f)

χi χj

commutes.

What our universal property tells us is that there is a bijection between morphisms
colimI F → c and cocones over F with tip c. In particular, the identity colimI F →
colimI F corresponds to a cocone over F with tip colimI F . Denote this cone by η.

Given any other cocone χ : F ⇒ constc, there is a unique morphism g : colimI F → c

corresponding to g under ψ−1
c . Writing down a naturality square

HomC(colimI F, colimI F ) Nat(F, constcolimI F )

HomC(colimI F, c) Nat(F, constc)

ψ

g◦− const(g)◦−

ψc

for ψ, and applying both composites to idcolimF , we find that const(g) ◦ η = χ. We can
thus reformulate the universal property of the colimit in terms of initial objects:

Definition 1.30. Let F : I → C be a diagram. The category CoCone(F ) of cocones over F
is defined by:

• The objects of CoCone(F ) are cocones (c, χ) over F .

• A morphisms (c, χ)→ (d, ρ) are morphisms f : c→ d in C such that const(f) ◦ χ = ρ.

A colimit cone for F is an initial object in the category of cones.

Notice that, as with all universal properties, this defines a colimit cone up to unique
isomorphism.

Proposition 1.31. Suppose C admits I-indexed colimits. Denote by colimI : CI → C the
colimit functor. Then (colimI F, ψcolimI F (idcolimF )) is a colimit cone for F .

Definition 1.32. Let F : I → C be a diagram. The
category Cone(F ) of cones over F is defined by:
• The objects of Cone(F ) are cones (c, χ) over F .

• A morphisms (c, χ) → (d, ρ) are morphisms
f : c→ d in C such that χ = ρ ◦ const(f).

A limit cone for F is an initial object in the category of
cones.

Proposition 1.33. Suppose C admits I-indexed limits.
Denote by limI : CI → C the limit functor. Then
(colimI F, ψcolimI F (idcolimF )) is a limit cone for F .

Proposition 1.34. Suppose that there exists a limit cone
(CF , η

F ) for every diagram F : I → C. Then the
constant diagram functor const : C → CI admits a right
adjoint.

Proof. Follows from the unwinding of the universal property above.
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Proposition 1.35. Suppose that there exists a colimit cone (CF , ηF ) for every diagram
F : I→ C. Then the constant diagram functor const : C→ CI admits a left adjoint.

Proof. We first define a functor colimI : CI → C as follows. For every diagram F : I → C,
choose a colimit cone (CF , ηF ). On objects we define

colim
I

F := CF

Given a natural transformation µ : F ⇒ G, we can define a new cocone over F by
ηG ◦ µ. Since ηF is initial in the category of cocones over F , there is thus a unique map
µ̂ : CF → CG such that constµ̂ ◦ηF = ηG ◦ µ. We then define the induced morphism
colimI(µ) to be µ̂. The functoriality of this assignment follows immediately from the
uniqueness of µ̂.

We now show that this is, indeed, a left adjoint. We define an isomorphism

φF,c : Nat(F, constc) HomC(colimI F, c)

by sending each cone with tip c to the unique morphism of cones f : colimI F → c (which
exists and is unique because the colimit cone is initial). This is indeed an isomorphism,
since for any map f : colimI F → c, the transformation const(f) ◦ ηF is a cocone over F
which is mapped to f by φ.

The final necessary check — naturality of φ in F and c — is left as an exercises to the
interested reader.

Dual Example 1.36.

1. The limit of a functor F : n → C is called a product,
and denoted by F (1) × F (2) × · · · × F (n) or∏

i∈n F (i).

• Products in Set are given simply the Cartesian
product of sets.

• Products in Top are given by the Cartesian
product equipped with the product topology.

• A product in Grp is the direct product

• A product in Ab is the direct product.

2. Denote by Pb the full subcategory of P({0, 1}) on
all the objects except {0, 1}. A functor F : Pb → C
consists of a diagram

X

Y Z

f

g

in C. The limit of such a functor is called a pullback,
and denoted byX ×Z Y .

• In Set, the pullback of a diagram

X

Y Z

f

g

is given by the set

X ×Z Y := {(x, y) ∈ X × Y | f(x) = g(y)}.

• In Top, the pullback has the same underlying
set as in Set, and is equipped with the subspace
topology inherited fromX × Y .

Example 1.36.

1. Let n denote the category with set of objects {1, 2, . . . , n} and no non-identity mor-
phisms. A functor F : n → C consists of a list of n objects ci in C. The colimit of such
a diagram is called a coproduct and is denoted by c1 q c2 q · · · q cn or

∐
i∈n ci.

• A coproduct of X1, . . . , Xn ∈ Set is simply the disjoint union of the Xi. The univer-
sal cocone consists of the inclusions Xi →

∐
j∈nXj .

• A coproduct in Top is similarly given by a disjoint union.
• A coproduct of G1, . . . , Gn ∈ Ab is the direct sum

G1 ⊕G2 ⊕ · · · ⊕Gn.

The universal cocone consists of the canonical inclusions Gi →
⊕

j∈nGj

• A coproduct of G1, . . . , Gn ∈ Grp is the free product

G1 ∗G2 ∗ · · · ∗Gn.

The universal cocone consists of the canonical inclusions Gi →⋆j∈nGj .

2. Denote by Po the category which has three objects 0, 1, and 2, and only two non-
identity morphisms f : 0 → 1 and g : 0 → 2. A functor F : Pb → C consists of a
diagram

c0 c1

c2
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in C. A colimit of such a functor is called a pushout, and denoted (somewhat abusively)
by c1

∐
c0
c2.

• In Set, the pushout of a diagram

X Z

Y

f

g

is the quotient set of Z q Y by the relation f(x) ∼ g(x) for all x ∈ X .

3. Let ∅ denote the empty category. There is a unique
functor ∅ → C. A limit over this diagram is called a
final object or terminal object of C.

• In Top, the pushout of a diagram

X Z

Y

f

g

is the quotient space of Z q Y by the same relation described above.
• In Grp, the pushout of a diagram

G K

H

f

g

is the amalgamated free productK ∗G H .

3. Let ∅ denote the empty category (the category with no objects). By convention, there
is a unique functor ∅ → C. A colimit over this diagram is called an initial object in C.
More precisely, it is an object c ∈ C such that, for every object d ∈ C, there is a unique
morphism c→ d.

4. Consider the category CEq with two objects: 0 and 1, and two non-identity morphisms
f, g : 0→ 1. A functor F : CEq is a diagram

X Y

F (f)

F (g)

in C. A colimit over such a diagram is called a coequalizer.

• In Set, the coequalizer of a diagram

X Y

f

g

Is the quotient of Y by the relation f(x) ∼ g(x) for any x ∈ X .
Given an equivalence relation ∼ on a set Z , we can view this relation as a set of
pairs R ⊆ Z × Z . The two projections to Z give us maps

R Z

p1

p2

and the coequalizer of this diagram is Z/∼
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• In Top, a coequalizer can be computed as the coequalizer in Set equipped with the
quotient topology.

5 Kan extensions

In the previous section, we defined limits and colimits in terms of the canonical functor
T : I → [0]. The theory developed from that starting point is surprisingly rich, but we can
generalize it one step further.

Suppose that we start out with a functor

F : I J.

As we did when we constructed (co)limits, we can use this to induce a functor

F ∗ : CJ CI

φ φ ◦ F

We can mimic our construction of (co)limits even further, and make the following

Definition 1.37. If the functor F ∗ admits a left adjoint, we denote said adjoint by

F! : CI CJ

and call it the (global) left Kan extension functor.

Dual Definition 1.37. If the functor F ∗ admits a right
adjoint, we denote said adjoint by

F∗ : CI CJ

and call it the (global) right Kan extension functor.

Dual Definition 1.38. Let F : I → J and G : I → C
be functors. A right extension of G along F consists of a
functor

H : J C

and a natural transformation µ : H ◦ F ⇒ G as in the
diagram

I C

J.

G

F
H

We will define a morphism of right extensions
(H1, µ) → (H2, ν) to be a natural transformation
γ : H1 ⇒ H2 such that the composite transformation

H1 ◦ F H2 ◦ F G
γ◦idF ν

is µ.
We will call a right extension (H,µ) of G along F

a right Kan extension if, for every other left extension
(K, ν), there is a unique morphism of left extensions
(K, ν) → (H,µ).

As before, we can unwind the definition to get a sensible notion of left Kan extension

Definition 1.38. Let F : I → J and G : I → C be functors. A left extension of G along F
consists of a functor

H : J C

and a natural transformation µ : G⇒ H ◦ F as in the diagram

I C

J.

G

F
H

We will define a morphism of left extensions (H1, µ) → (H2, ν) to be a natural transfor-
mation γ : H1 ⇒ H2 such that the composite transformation

G H1 ◦ F H2 ◦ F
µ γ◦idF

is ν.
We will call a left extension (H,µ) of G along F a left Kan extension if, for every other

left extension (K, ν), there is a unique morphism of left extensions (H,µ)→ (K, ν).18 18 This can equivalently be formulated as saying that
(H,µ) is an initial object in the category of left exten-
sions. It can be a helpful exercise to see that in the case
where J = [0], this reduces to the universal property of
the colimit from above.

Note that the above universal property specifies left Kan extensions up to unique natu-
ral isomorphism. As with colimits, however, we need to check that our two definitions of
left Kan extension agree.
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Proposition 1.39. Let C be a category, and suppose that F : I → J is a functor between
small categories.

1. If for every functor G : I → C, there is a left Kan extension of G along F in the sense of
Definition 1.38, then the functor F ∗ : CJ → CI admits a left adjoint.

2. Suppose the functor F ∗ : CJ → CI admits a left adjoint F! with unit εG : G ⇒ F ∗(F!G).
Then for every G : I → C, the pair (G, εG) is a left Kan extension in the sense of Defini-
tion 1.38.

Dual Proposition 1.39. Let C be a category, and suppose
that F : I → J is a functor between small categories.
1. If for every functor G : I → C, there is a right Kan

extension of G along F in the sense of Definition
1.38, then the functor F ∗ : CJ → CI admits a right
adjoint.

2. Suppose the functor F ∗ : CJ → CI admits a right
adjoint F∗ with counit ηG : F ∗(F!G) ⇒ G. Then
for every G : I → C, the pair (G, ηG) is a right Kan
extension in the sense of Definition 1.38.

Proof. The proof is nearly identical to the proofs of Propositions 1.35 and 1.31.

In practice, the majority of left Kan extensions one encounters will admit a simpler
description in terms of colimits. The indexing categories for these colimits will, unsurpris-
ingly, contain information about how the functor F relates the categories I and J.

Definition 1.40. Let F : I→ J be a functor, and let j ∈ J be an object. We define the slice
category or overcategory I/j to have19 19 There is an important special case of this construction,

where F is simply the identity on I. In this case, each
category I/i has a terminal object idi. This means, in
particular, that the colimit of a diagramH : I/i → C is
simply the valueH(idi).

• Objects consisting of an object i ∈ I and a morphism f : F (i)→ j in J.

• A morphism from f : F (i)→ j to g : F (k)→ j consisting of a morphism h : i→ k in
I such that the diagram

F (i)

j

F (k)

F (h)

f

g

commutes.

The use of the notation I/j is somewhat abusive, as it makes no reference to F . However,
in practice, this rarely creates ambiguities.

Each category I/j admits a canonical forgetful functor, I/j → I, which only remembers
the objects/morphisms in I.

Dual Definition 1.40. Let F : I → J be a functor, and
let j ∈ J be an object. We define the slice category or
undercategory Ij/ to have
• Objects consisting of an object i ∈ I and a morphism
f : j → F (i) in J.

• A morphism from f : j → F (i) to g : j → F (k)

consisting of a morphism h : i → k in I such that the
diagram

F (i)

j

F (k)

F (h)

f

g

commutes.
Each category Ij/ admits a canonical forgetful functor,

Ij/ → I, which only remembers the objects/morphisms
in I.

Construction 1.41. Suppose that F : I→ J and G : I→ C are functors, and let (H,µ) be
a left extension of G along F . We will denote by G|I/j the composite

I/j I CG

with the forgetful functor.
Our aim is to use (H,µ) to construct a cocone over G|I/j , with tip H(j). We do this as

follows.
Given an object f : F (i)→ j in I/j , the functoriality of H provides a morphism

H(f) : H(F (i))→ H(j)
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in C. Additionally, the natural transformation µ : G ⇒ H ◦ F provides a component
morphism

µi : G(i)→ H(F (i))

in C. We define ξjf := H(f) ◦ µi : G(i)→ H(j).
We now need to check that ξj does, indeed, define a cocone over G|I/j . Suppose we are

given a morphism
F (i)

j

F (k)

F (h)

f

g

in I/j . Then we can write the following commutative diagram

G(i) H(F (i))

H(j)

G(k) H(F (k))

µi

G(h) H(F (h))

H(f)

µk

H(g)

Where the left-hand square commutes by the naturality of µ, and the right-hand triangle
by the functoriality of H . Since the upper and lower composites are ξjf and ξjg , respec-
tively, this diagram shows that ξj defines a cocone over G|I/j .

Dual Proposition 1.42. Let F : I → J and G : I → C be
functors.
1. Suppose that (H,µ) is a right extension of G along

F , such that, for each j ∈ J, the cocone ξj is a
colimit cocone for G|Ij/ . Then (H,µ) is a right Kan
extension.

2. Suppose that, for every j ∈ J the diagram G|Ij/
admits a colimit. Then there is a right Kan extension
(H,µ) of G along F such that, for every j ∈ J,
H(j) ∼= colimIj/ G|Ij/ .

Proposition 1.42. Let F : I→ J and G : I→ C be functors.

1. Suppose that (H,µ) is a left extension of G along F , such that, for each j ∈ J, the cocone
ξj is a colimit cocone for G|I/j . Then (H,µ) is a left Kan extension.

2. Suppose that, for every j ∈ J the diagram G|I/j admits a colimit. Then there is a left Kan
extension (H,µ) of G along F such that, for every j ∈ J, H(j) ∼= colimI/j G|I/j .

Proof. We begin with the proof of (1). Suppose we are given another left extension (K, ν)

of G along F . For each j ∈ J (K, ν) will give rise to a cocone ψj with tipK(j) over G|I/j .
Since ξj is a colimit cocone, this means that there is a unique morphism τj : H(j) →
K(j) which defines a morphism of cocones from ξj to ψj .

We now wish to show that τ defines a natural transformation τ : H ⇒ K . Suppose
that g : j → k is a morphism in J. The morphism g induces a functor

Lg : I/j I/k
g◦−

which composes each object with g. We can then note that G|I/k ◦Lg = G|I/j .20 Moreover, 20 Precisely because the diagram

I/j

I

I/k

Lg

commutes.

by construction, the diagrams

constH(j) constH(k) constK(k)

G|I/j

const(H(g)) const(τk)

ξj ξk◦Lg
ψk◦Lg
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and
constH(j) constK(j) constK(k)

G|I/j

const(τj) const(K(g))

ξj ψj

ψk◦Lg

both commute. Consequently, by the universal property of colimit cocone ξj , we see that
K(g) ◦ τj = τk ◦H(g), which proves the naturality of τ .

The penultimate step is to see that τ defines a morphism of extensions. To this end,
given an object i ∈ I we must see that the diagram

H ◦ F K ◦ F

G

τ◦idF

µ ν

commutes. This amounts to seeing that, for every i ∈ I, we have τF (i) ◦ µi = νi. Applying
the definition of τ to the object idF (i) : F (i) → F (i) in I/F (i), we obtain the desired
equality.

Finally, we are left to check that there is no other morphism of extensions χ : H ⇒ K .
Suppose we have such a χ. Then, in particular, for each j ∈ J, the morphism χj : H(j) →
K(j) will define a morphism of cocones from ξj to ψj . Since ξj is a colimit cocone, this
morphism is uniquely, so χ = τ .

We now sketch the proof of part (2). By part (1), we need only construct a left exten-
sion (H,µ) such that each associated cone over G|I/j is a colimit cocone. We first define
the functor H . Fix a colimit cocone (cj , ηj) for each G|I/j .

• Given an object j ∈ J, we define H(j) = cj .

• Given a morphism g : j → k in J, we can pull back the cocone ηk : G|I/k ⇒ const ck
via Lg : I/j → I/k to get a cocone ηk ◦ Lg : G|I/j ⇒ const ck . The universal property of
the colimi then yields a unique morphism H(g) : ck → cj which defines a morphism of
cocones ηj ⇒ ηk ◦ Lg .

• Functoriality follows from the uniqueness of the transformation defined above.

We leave it as an exercise to construct µ such that (H,µ) is a left extension.
Dual Corollary 1.43. Let C be a complete category, and
F : I → J a functor of small categories. Then the functor

F ∗ : CJ CI

admits a right adjoint.

Corollary 1.43. Let C be a cocomplete category, and F : I→ J a functor of small categories.
Then the functor

F ∗ : CJ CI

admits a left adjoint.

Remark 1.44. Since adjunctions compose to give adjunctions, we can often compute Kan
extensions in two stages. If we factor F : I→ J as

I K J
ϕ ψ

we can compute, e.g., F!G by first taking φ!G, and then computing ψ!(φ!G).
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Example 1.45.

1. Consider the category J := P({0, 1}), and let I be the full subcategory of J on all the
objects other that {0, 1}. Let F : I → J be the inclusion. A functor G : I → C is a
diagram

G(∅) G({1})

G({0})

A left Kan extension F!G : J→ C is a pushout square

G(∅) G({1})

G({0}) G({0})
∐
G(∅)G({1}).

2. Consider the category BN with a single object ∗N and, for every n ∈ N, a morphism
fn : ∗N → ∗N, such that fn ◦ fk = fn+k , and f0 = id∗N . There is a canonical functor
BN → BZ. A functor X : BN → Set consists of an object X ∈ Set, together with a
map f : X → X , and the composites fn for any n.

TODO: finish writing up.

3. Let G ⊂ H be groups, φ : G → H a the inclusion, and let X : BG → Set be a G-set.
The homomorphism φ gives rise to a functor

Φ : BG→ BH.

We aim to compute the left Kan extension Φ!X . Since there is only one object — ∗H in
BH , we can compute the value of BH on objects by computing the colimit of X|BG/∗H

.

We first unpack the diagram category BG/∗H
. An object will be an element of H , i.e.

a morphism h : F (∗G) = ∗H → ∗H . A morphism from h1 to h2 will be an element
g ∈ G such that the diagram

∗H ∗H

∗H
h1

ϕ(g)

h2

i.e., it will be an element g ∈ G such that h2φ(g) = h1.

Each isomorphism class in BG/∗H
is thus a left coset hG of G in H . Given any two

elements h1, h2 ∈ BG/∗H
in the same equivalence class, we can notice that there is

precisely one morphism h1 → h2 in BG/∗H
. Thus, each connected component of

BG/∗H
consists only of terminal elements. We therefore see that

Φ!X(∗H) := colim
BG/∗H

X =
∐
G/H

X
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If we fix a set of coset representatives [hi], for i = 1, . . . , [H : G], we can describe the
induced H-action on Φ!X(∗H) explicitly: for each i, we can write hhi = hσh(i)g

i
h.

The element h then acts by permuting the components of the disjoint union by σi, and
acting by the map gih · (−) : Xi → Xj .



2
Simplicial sets

If we take the Homotopy Hypothesis from the overture seriously, we will need to come up
with a model that is flexible enough to include topological spaces and 1-categories. The
source of such a model is a familiar way of building topological spaces: simplices.

We can easily draw the first few standard n-simplices as
subsets of Rn+1:

n = 0

n = 1

x

y

n = 2

x y

z

The standard 3-simplex can be identified with a tetrahe-
dron, as in the main text. However, for obvious reasons,
we cannot draw it as a subset of R4.

1 Topological spaces and simplices

We will aim to build up our topological spaces out of simplices. Our building blocks on
the topological side are the geometric n-simplices.

Definition 2.1. For any n ≥ 0, the geometrical n-simplex, denoted |∆n|, is the set
(together with the subspace topology)

|∆n| =

{
(t0, t1, . . . , tn) ∈ Rn+1 |

n∑
i=0

ti = 1 and ti ≥ 0 for all i
}
⊂ Rn+1.

However, we won’t work directly with the topological spaces in question. Rather, we
want to define combinatorial data which tells us how to assemble a given space out of
simplices. To this end, we define a category whose morphisms describe the combinatorics
of the standard n-simplices:

Definition 2.2. Denote by ∆ the category whose objects are linearly ordered sets

[n] = {0, . . . , n}

and whose morphisms [n]→ [m] are weakly monotonic maps; i.e. maps such that if i ≤ j

in [n], then f(i) ≤ f(j) in [m].

The objects [n] of ∆ are to be interpreted as simplices with ordered vertices. For exam-
ple,

[0] = , [1] = , [2] = , [3] =
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Before we can really relate the simplex category ∆ to our geometric simplices, we need
to understand its combinatorics a little better. In particular, we need to define some special
morphisms.

Definition 2.3. We define two special classes of morphisms in ∆:1 1 We draw the face maps δni for n = 2, 3. Let us first
start with [2]:

0 2

1

The map δ22 is the inclusion of the red 1-simplex, the map
δ21 is the inclusion of the green 1-simplex, and the map
δ20 is the inclusion of the red 1-simplex.
Now consider [3]. We will not draw all of the faces of

[3], instead highlighting in red the image of δ32 :

2

3

1

0

• The face maps are the maps

δni : [n− 1] [n]

k

k k < i

k + 1 k ≥ i

for any n ≥ 1 and and any 0 ≤ i ≤ n.

• The degeneracy maps are the maps

σni : [n+ 1] [n]

k

k k ≤ i
k − 1 k ≥ i

for any n ≥ 0 and any 0 ≤ i ≤ n.

The reason these are special is that they are, in some sense, all the information you
need to define functors out of the simplex category. A functor

F : ∆ C

defines objects F ([n]) and morphisms F (δni ) and F (σni ). It turns out that if you only
remember this data, you can get the functor F back. More generally, if you can define ob-
jects F ([n]) and morphisms F (δni ) and F (σni ) satisfying certain identities — the simplicial
identities — you can construct a functor F as above.

Definition 2.4. The simplicial identities are the relations:

δn+1
i ◦ δnj = δn+1

j+1 ◦ δ
n
i i ≤ j

σni ◦ σn+1
j = σnj ◦ σn+1

i+1 j ≤ i

σni ◦ δn+1
j =


δnj ◦ σ

n−1
i−1 j < i

id[n] j = i, i+ 1

δnj−1 ◦ σ
n−1
i j > i+ 1

Exercise 9. Show that the face and degeneracy maps satisfy the simplicial identities.

Proposition 2.5. Let C be a category. The following data uniquely defines a functor
F : ∆ C .

• Objects F ([n]) ∈ C.
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• Morphisms which satisfy the simplicial identities:

◦ for every face map δni , a morphism F (δni ) from F ([n− 1]) to F ([n]);

◦ for every degeneracy map σni , a morphism F (σni ) from F ([n+ 1]) to F ([n]).

Proof. This is tedious, but straightforward.

Now that we have some basic idea of the combinatorics of ∆, let’s try to connect ∆ to
topology. To get a better sense of the connection between the simplex category and our
geometric n-simplices, we define a functor.

Construction 2.6. The geometric realization functor is a functor

| − | : ∆ Top

[n] |∆n|.

We define this functor on morphisms as follows

• Suppose δni : [n− 1]→ [n] is a face map. We define its image in Top by

|δni | : |∆n−1| |∆n|

(t0, t1, . . . , tn−1) (t0, . . . , 0︸︷︷︸
ith

, . . . , tn−1)

• Suppose σni : [n+ 1]→ [n] is a degeneracy map. We define its image in Top by

|σni | : |∆n+1| |∆n|

(t0, t1, . . . , tn+1) (t0, · · · , ti−1, ti + ti+1, . . . , tn+1)

More generally, this gives rise to the functor which sends φ : [n]→ [m] to the map

|φ| : |∆n| |∆m|

(t0, t1, . . . , tn) (a0, a1, . . . , am)

where aj :=
∑
i∈ϕ−1(j) ti.

That is, ρ assigns to each combinatorial n-simplex its topological counterpart.

ρ : 7−→

Our aim going forward will be to work with topological spaces and categoires in terms
of the combinatorics of simplices. In Algebraic Topology, you have likely already seen
simplicial complexes — one way of describing topological spaces in terms of simplices. We
will be using another, more flexible notion, that of simplicial sets.

The idea is the following: We want a collection of simplices in every dimension, to-
gether with compatibility data which tells us how to glue them together.



34 walKeR h. steRn

Definition 2.7. A simplicial set is a functor

X : ∆op Set.

A simplicial set X consists of:

• For every n ≥ 0, a set Xn of 0-simplices.

• Face and degeneracy maps

dni : Xn → Xn−1

and

sni : Xn → Xn+1

satisfying the duals of the simplicial identities of Definition 2.4.

We denote by Set∆ the functor category Fun(∆op, Set). A morphism X → Y in Set∆
consist of a collection fn : Xn → Yn which commute with the face and degeneracy maps.

2 Understanding simplicial sets

Before we unwind what simplicial sets really are, lets consider something simpler: sim-
plicial complexes. Actually, let’s make things even simpler, and consider finite simplicial
complexes.

Definition 2.8. A finite simplicial complexK consists of a set VK — the vertices of
K — and a subset Sim(K) ⊂ P(VK) \ ∅ of the power set of VK — the simplices ofK .
The set Sim(K) of simplices ofK is required to satisfy the conditions

1. If S ⊂ VK is in Sim(K), and ∅ 6= U ⊂ S, then U ∈ Sim(K).

2. Every singleton lies in Sim(K).

A simplicial complex represents a way of gluing together simplices to get a topological
space. We want to think of each S ∈ Sim(K) with |S| = n+ 1 as an n-simplex. If U ⊂ S

and U ⊂ T , then we identify the faces of S and T which correspond to U . Intuitively, this
looks as follows.

Example 2.9.

1. Consider the complexK with vertices VK = {0, 1, 2, 3} and simplices

Sim(K) := {{0}, {1}, {2}, {3}, {0, 1}, {1, 2}, {0, 2}, {1, 3}, {2, 3}, {0, 1, 2}, {1, 2, 3}}

There are precisely two 2-simplices, and they share a single face: the 1-simplex
{1, 2}. We picture this simplicial set as
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1

2

03

2. Define a complexK by setting VK := [n] and Sim(K) = P([n]) \∅. Every simplex
of this complex can be viewed as a face of the n-simplex {0, 1, 2, . . . , n} = [n].
This means we can simply visualize this complex as the n-simplex |∆n|.

The problem with the framework of simplicial complexes is that it is quite rigid. For
example, we might think of the space X :

b

a

0 1

as being glued out of simplices — two 0-simplices labeled 0 and 1, and two 1-simplices
labeled a and b. However, this is not a simplicial complex! In a simplicial complex, a
simplex is uniquely determined by its set of vertices, but both one simplices in the above
example have the same vertices.

To fix this, we can generalize a bit. Instead of having a simplex be a subset of the set of
vertices, we can say that, for any n, we have a set Xn, which the set of n-simplices of X .
We might then try to describe the simplicial set we drew above as

X0 = {0, 1}
X1 = {a, b}
Xn = ∅ n > 1

The problem is that we now have to remember which vertices are faces of a. To do this,
it helps us to think of our n simplices as having an order. For instance, we can think of a
and b as arrows

a

b

0 1

We can then remember some faces by defining a function

d10 : X1 X0

a 1

b 0
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which tells us the face obtained from each 1-simplex by forgetting the earliest vertex. We
can remember the rest of the faces by defining a function

d11 : X1 X0

a 0

b 1

which tells us the face obtained from each 1-simplex by forgetting the last vertex. From
this data, we can then reconstruct the original picture.

If these data look familiar, there’s a good reason — this should look a bit like a simpli-
cial set2. For each object [n] ∈ ∆, we have defined a set Xn of n-simplices, and for each 2 Actually, what we’ve defined is what is sometimes

called a semi-simplicial set, but since we won’t be using
this notion in future, we omit further discussion of this
concept.

face map δni : [n− 1]→ [n], we have defined a face map

dni : Xn → Xn−1

which takes an n-simplex, and spits out its iᵗʰ face.
But this is only really ‘half’ of the data of a simplicial set. What about the degenera-

cies? It turns out there is another problem with our current framework. Suppose we take
our simplicial complex X , and try to ‘fill’ the gap between a and b with a 2-simplex. We
can easily draw what we would expect to get out of this:

a

b

0 1

but there’s a problem — a and b don’t form a triangle!
The solution to this problem is subtle — we need to define a ‘third leg’ of the triangle,

so we can glue a 2-simplex into the gap. To do this, we can define a new 1-simplex w0,
which we think of as being collapsed into the point 0. We can then define a 2-simplex σ
whose faces are

d20(σ) = b, d21(σ) = w0, d22(σ) = a.

We can then think of the filled complex as being what we obtain when we take a 2-
simplex and collapse its 1st face down to a point:

0

2

1 ⇝
a

b

0 1

But how do we remember that w0 isn’t a normal one simplex? We need to encode the
data that w0 gets collapsed down to a point.

The solution to this problem is provided precisely by the degeneracy maps in a simpli-
cial set. In a simplicial set, we get maps

sni : Xn → Xn+1
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which send each simplex σ in Xn to a simplex sni (σ) ∈ Xn+1, which is degenerate — we
view this (geometrically) as being collapsed down to σ by collapsing the iᵗʰ and (i + 1)ˢᵗ
vertices to the same point, and extending this map linearly to the whole simplex.

There is a trade-off implicit in extending to simplicial sets. We gain flexibility in the
ways we can glue things together, but we lose any hope of finiteness. Previously, with
simplicial complexes, we had a finite set of simplices to work with. With simplicial sets,
the only non-infinite example is the empty simplicial set. For instance, the simplicial set
which consists of a single point x has simplices

X0 = {x}, X1 = {s00(x)}, X2 = {s10(s00(x))}, . . .

(note that, by the simplicial identities s11(s00(x)) = s10(s
0
0(x))).

Definition 2.10. Let X be a simplicial set. By the simplicial identities, all of the degen-
eracy maps are injective. We call a simplex σ ∈ Xn degenerate if it is in the image of a
degeneracy map. We call all other simplices non-degenerate.

The good news is that we don’t really need to draw the degenerate simplices — all of
them get collapsed to non-degenerate ones in our pictures. The other good news is that
we can still manufacture simplicial sets from power sets.

Example 2.11 (Key examples). Let k ≥ 0 K ⊂ P([k]) be a subset of its power set. We can
define a simplicial set ∆K as follows:

• The set
(
∆K

)
n
of n-simplices of ∆K is the set of monotone maps f : [n] → [k]

such that the image of f is contained in U for some U ∈ K.

• Given a map ψ : [m]→ [n], we define the corresponding map

ψ∗ :
(
∆K

)
n

(
∆K

)
m

f f ◦ ψ

it is relatively easy to check that this does, indeed, define a functor ∆op → Set — i.e., a
simplicial set.

We note that the non-degenerate simplices of ∆K correspond precisely to thoseW ⊂
[k] such thatW ⊂ U for some U ∈ K. This allows us to draw these simplicial sets (at least
in low dimensions).

Three types of simplicial sets arising in this way are particularly useful to us. We now
consider S = {0, 1, 2, . . . , n}, without any order involved.

1. Suppose that we start with the whole power set, i.e., K = P({0, 1, . . . , k}). We get
a simplicial set we call the standard (combinatorial) k-simplex, and denote by
∆k . Every non-degenerate simplex of ∆k is a face of the k-simplex id[k] : [k] →
[k]. We can thus picture the simplicial set ∆n as standard (ordered) simplices:

∆1 = , ∆1 = , ∆2 = , ∆3 =
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2. Suppose instead, we take the set K ⊂ P([k]) defined by

K = {U ( [k]}

We now get much the same pictures as before, but we are missing the biggest
simplex. The simplicial set we obtain is called the boundary of ∆k , and is denoted
∂∆k .

3. Finally, fix i ∈ [k]. Consider the subset K ⊂ P([k]) consisting of all subsets U ⊂ [k]

with U 6= [k] and U 6= [k] \ {i}. We obtain a simplicial set which, geometrically,
should look like ∆k , with the iᵗʰ face and interior scooped out. We call this the iᵗʰ
horn of ∆k , and denote it by Λki .

We can draw all of the horns for k = 2:

Λ2
0 =

0

1

2

, Λ2
1 =

0

1

2

, Λ2
2 =

0

1

2

3 Categories and simplicial sets

Before moving on to the more familiar setting of spaces built out of simplices, let’s con-
sider how we might represent categories as a special kind of simplicial set.

Definition 2.12. Let Cat denote the 1-category of small 1-categories. We define a functor

τ : ∆ Cat [n] τn

Where τn is the category with objects 0, 1, . . ., n, and

Homτn(i, j) =

∗ i ≤ j
∅ i > j.

Remark 2.13. We can visualize the category τn as

0 1 2 · · · n

this is the category associated to the poset [n].

The functor τ allows us to construct a simplicial set out of any category, and (in a much
more convoluted fashion) a category out of any simplicial set. This construction falls into
a general framework of ”nerve and realization”, which we will use repeatedly throughout
the source. We will carefully work through the construction for τ , and in future make
similar constructions with more minimal discussion.

Construction 2.14. Our first step is to consider the Yoneda embedding on ∆:

Y : ∆ Set∆

[n] Hom∆(−, [n]).
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This functor actually relates quite simply to a previous construction: Y([n]) is simply the
standard combinatorial n-simplex ∆n! Note that by Yoneda’s lemma, there is a natural
isomorphism HomSet∆(∆

k, X) ∼= Xn for any simplicial set X ∈ Set∆.
We can then consider the left Kan extension of the functor τ : ∆ → Cat along the

functor Y.3 This will give us a functor, called the fundamental category functor 3 This kind of Kan extension is sometimes called a Yoneda
extension.

τ : Set∆ Cat

X colim∆k→X ∆k

Of equal importance, the functor τ will have a right adjoint, the nerve functor given by

N : Cat Set∆

C HomCat(τ
(−),C)

To see that these two functors are adjoint, let C ∈ Cat and X ∈ Set∆. We can then can
write down a sequence of natural isomorphisms

HomSet∆(X,N(C)) ∼= HomSet∆( colim
∆k→X

∆k, N(C))

∼= lim
∆k→X

HomSet∆(∆
k, N(C))

∼= lim
∆k→X

HomCat(τ
k,C)

∼= HomCat( lim
∆k→X

τk,C)

= HomCat(τ(X),C)

We can also note that the nerve functor N : Cat → Set∆ will be fully faithful. This is a
direct consequence of the fact that the canonical morphism

colim
τk→C

τk → C

is an isomorphism4. This tells us that the counit ε : τ ◦ N ⇒ idCat is a natural isomor- 4 If you are unconvinced, try proving this!

phism, and so N is fully faithful.

Of these two functors, the nerve N is the more useful and easier to understand. Let’s
try to unpack the data encoded in the nerve N(C) of a category C:

• The 0-simplices are functors τ0 → C, i.e. objects of C.

• A 1-simplex of N(C) is a functor τ1 → C. This yields two objects x0 and x1 in C,
and a morphism f : x0 → x1 in C: x0 x1.

f

• A 2-simplex of N(C) is a functor τ2 → C. In principal, this is encoded of the
data of three objects x0, x1, and x2 of C, and three morphisms: f01 : x0 → x1,
f12 : x1 → x2 and f02 : x0 → x2. We could draw this as a diagram in C that looks
like a 2-simplex:

x1

x0 x2

f12f01

f02
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However, the condition that these data form a functor τ2 → C means that this
diagram must commute, i.e. we must have f02 = f12 ◦ f01. Consequently, a 2-
simplex in N(C) uniquely corresponds to the data of two composable morphisms
in C:

x0 x1 x2f01

f12

More generally, an n-simplex corresponds uniquely to a string of n composable mor-
phisms in C:

x0 x1 x2 · · · xnf01

f12 f(n−1)n

Our aim is now to characterize the simplicial sets which are the nerves of categories.
Recall the simplicial horns Λni from Example 2.11 (2).

Definition 2.15. We call a horn Λni an inner horn if n ≥ 2 and 0 < i < n. We call Λni
an outer horn if it is not an inner horn.

Note that there is a canonical inclusion Λni ↪→ ∆n. We say that a simplicial set X
admits inner horn fillers if, for every morphism f : Λni → X from an inner horn to X ,
there is a morphism g : ∆n → X such that the diagram

Λni X

∆n

f

g

commutes. We say that X has unique inner horn fillers if there is precisely one g
making this diagram commute.

Let’s unpack what this means. In the lowest possible dimension, n = 2, we have
precisely one inner horn: Λ2

1. We can represent a map ψ : Λ2
1 → X by labeling a drawing

of Λ2
1 by 0- and 1-simplices of X .

a

b

c

g f

Here, for instance a, b, c ∈ X0 and f, g ∈ X2. Note that for these data to really give a map
ψ : Λ2

1 → X , we need that d10(f) = c, d11(f) = b, d10(g) = b, and d11(g) = a.5 5 To specify the map, all we really need are the 1-
simplices f and g, together with the condition d10(g) =
d11(f). This is equivalent to noticing that we can write

Λ2
1
∼= ∆1

⨿
∆0

∆1.

A filler for the horn ψ will then be a map φ : ∆2 → X , which we can draw as

σ

By Yoneda’s Lemma, this map is uniquely specified by σ ∈ X2. For σ to be a horn filler
for ψ, we need that the two faces d20(σ) and d22(σ) of σ that would comprise the horn are
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f and g, respectively. Pictorially, this means we are looking for a 2-simplex of X which
looks like:

a

b

c

g f

σ

Warning: In general, this is not the same as simply specifying a 1-simplex from a to c.
That would give rise to a map ∂∆2 → X from the boundary of ∆2.

We now claim that some of these horn filling properties characterize the nerves of
categories up to isomorphism.

Definition 2.16. We define the spine of an n-simplex ∆n to be the pushout

Sp(∆n) := ∆{0,1}
∐
∆{1}

∆{1,2}
∐
∆{2}

· · ·
∐

∆{n−1}

∆{n−1,n} ⊂ ∆n

Graphically, this will look like:

2

3

1

0

2

3

1

0

Lemma 2.17. Let C be a category. Then restricting along the spine inclusion ιn : Sp(∆n)→
∆n yields a bijection

HomSet∆(∆
n, N(C)) ∼= HomSet∆(Sp(∆n), N(C)).

Proposition 2.18. Let X ∈ Set∆ be a simplicial set. Then there is a category C and an
isomorphism X ∼= N(C) if and only if X admits unique fillers for all inner horns.

Proof. First, let X = N(C) be the nerve of a category. For any n ≥ 2 and any 0 < i < n,
the spine inclusion Sp(∆n) → ∆n factors through the horn inclusion Λni → ∆n, i.e, we
get

Sp(∆n) Λni ∆n.

Thus, the isomorphism of the previous lemma factors as

HomSet∆(∆
n, N(C)) HomSet∆(Λ

n
i , N(C)) HomSet∆(Sp(∆n), N(C))

It thus suffices for us to show that the latter map is injective. However, by the previous
lemma, given φ : Λni → N(C), the image of each (n − 1)-simplex in Λni is uniquely
determined by its spine, so the map is, indeed, injective.
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Now suppose that X admits unique fillers for every inner horn. Define a category C as
follows: The objects of C are the 0-simplices of X . A morphism from x to y is a 1-simplex
f of X with d0(f) = y and d1(f) = x. The identity on x ∈ X0 is s0(x) ∈ X1. The
composition of f : x→ y and g : y → z is given by forming the unique 2-simplex

x

y

z

f g

σ

filling the inner 2-horn g
∐
y f , and then taking g ◦ f = d1(σ).

We then must check unitality and associativity: ‼‼‼‼‼‼‼‼!

Corollary 2.19. The functor N : Cat → Set∆ descends to an equivalence of categories
between Cat and the full subcategory of Set∆ on the simplicial sets which admit unique
fillers for all inner horns.

Exercise 10. Show the following: Let X in Set∆ be a simplicial set. There is a groupoid G
and an isomorphism X ∼= N(G) if and only if X admits unique fillers for all horns of .

4 Simplicial sets as spaces: Kan Complexes

We can now return to our geometric interpretation of simplicial sets. We begin by playing
the same game with the geometric realization that we did with the nerve.

Definition 2.20. The Geometric realization functor

| − | : Set∆ Top

is the left Kan extension of | − | : ∆ → Top along the Yoneda embedding ∆ → Set∆. It
has a right adjoint, the singular simplicial set functor which is given by

Sing : Top Set∆

X HomTop(|∆(−)|, X)

i.e., an n-simplex in Sing(X) is a continuous map |∆n| → X .

From the definition, we see that

|X| := colim
∆k→X

∆k.

However, we’d like a more intuitive description of this construction. Apply the general
construction of colimits from coproducts and coequalizers, we see that we can write |X|
as the coequalizer of

∐
∆k→∆n→X |∆k|

∐
∆m→X |∆m|

id
f∗
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Working out what this means, we see that this gives us the quotient of the space∐
n≥0

Xn × |∆n|

by the relations (f∗(σ), x) ∼ (σ, f∗(x)), for f : [n] → [m], σ ∈ Xm, and x ∈ |∆n|.
Effectively, we obtain the geometric realization by realizing each n-simplex in Xn, then
gluing these together in the way specified by the face and degeneracy maps of X .

The idea here is simply to make rigorous the pictures we have been drawing — we
can draw a simplicial set as a collection of simplices, glued together along the face maps.
The realization of a degenerate simplex sni (σ) just gets collapsed to the simplex σ, and so
doesn’t show up in the pictures.

The realization and singular simplicial set functor fit into the same framework as the
nerve/fundamental category adjunction, where Sing plays the role of the nerve N , and the
realization |−| plays the role of τ . It is the same Yoneda extension-restriction construction
we saw before, which will come up in various guises throughout this course.

4.1 Kan complexes

Previously, we were able to characterize the simplicial sets coming from categories and
groupoids in terms of horn filling conditions. Our aim here is a bit more modest — we
want to develop the metaphor from the overture in terms of horn fillers.

We expect a space to be something like a “higher category in which all morphisms are
invertible,” i.e., a higher groupoid. When we considered groupoids as simplicial sets, we
noticed that they corresponded to precisely those simplicial sets which had unique fillers
for any horn.

To try and find an analogous condition for Sing, we will have to weaken this condition
slightly. In particular, we will have to lose uniqueness. This isn’t surprising, given our
metaphor — if paths in a space are like morphisms in a groupoid, we shouldn’t expect
that there is a unique way to compose them, or take the inverse. Rather, the composite (or
inverse) should be unique up to homotopy.

Definition 2.21. We call a simplicial set X ∈ Set∆ a Kan complex if, for every map
f : Λni → X from a horn into X , there exists a filler g : ∆n → X making the diagram

Λni X

∆n

f

g

commute. Note that we do not require g to be unique.

Proposition 2.22. Let X ∈ Top be a topological space. Then Sing(X) is a Kan complex.

Proof. We begin by considering a a morphism f : Λni → Sing(X). We would like to
construct a dash arrow making the diagram

Λni Sing(X)

∆n

f
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of simplicial sets commute. However, since Sing is right adjoint to | − |, giving the arrow
f : Λni → Sing(X) is equivalent to giving an arrow f̃ : |Λni | → X . Similarly, we can
show that the desired map exists by showing that there is some g : |∆n| → X making the
diagram

|Λni | X

|∆n|

f

g

commute.
Indeed, it will suffice for us to note that |Λni | is a retract of |∆n|, via a map r : |∆n| →

|Λni |.6 Since then, we can define g = f ◦ r, and we will have g ◦ ι = f ◦ r ◦ ι = f , so that 6 The retraction map can be computed out by taking
projection along the vector from the center of the iᵗʰ face
to |∆n| to the iᵗʰ vertex of |∆n|.

the diagram commutes.

Remark 2.23. Notice that we have not gone as far as before – we have not given an ‘if and
only if’ statement characterizing singular simplicial sets of topological spaces. That said, it
will turn out that Kan complexes are a good combinatorial analogue of topological spaces,
though it will take us some time to make this precise.

4.2 Simplicial homotopies

We now want to see some of the ways in which Kan complexes behave like topological
spaces.

Definition 2.24. Let X be a Kan complex, and let a, b ∈ X0. A path from a to b in X is a
map

f : ∆1 X.

such that f |{0} = a and f |{1} = b.

Proposition 2.25. Let X be a Kan complex. The relation

a ∼ b ⇐⇒ there is a path
from a to b

is an equivalence relation.

Proof. Since there is a degenerate 1-simplex from x to x for any x ∈ X , reflexivity is
immediate.

To that the relation is symmetric, suppose we have an edge f : x → y in X . Then we
can form a Λ2

2-horn

y

x

y
s0(y)

f

in X . Since X is a Kan complex, we can fill this horn, obtaining in the process an edge
g : y → x as desired.

A similar argument (now using a Λ2
1-horn) yields transitivity.
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Definition 2.26. Let f, g : X → Y be maps of simplicial sets. A simplicial homotopy from
f to g is a map

H : X ×∆1 Y

such that H|X×{0} = f and H|Y×{1} = g.

Proposition 2.27. Suppose Y is a Kan complex. Then for any simplicial set X , simplicial
homotopy is an equivalence relation on the set HomSet∆(X,Y ).

Proof. Later.





3
Homotopy theoRy and model categoRies

We now want to study the homotopy theory of spaces in terms of Kan complexes. The
hope that underpins this approach is that we can reduce knotty topological problems to
straightforward (if lengthy) combinatorial ones.

But what does it mean to study ‘homotopy theory’? There are many answers to this
question, and we will here take the naïvest of these. We want to study topological spaces,
treating weak homotopy equivalences as invertible morphisms. This may at first seem like
an unremarkable approach, but a surprising amount of theory is needed to obtain a good
way of doing this. Ideally, given a weak homotopy equivalence f , we’d like to be able to
define an inverse f−1.

As you likely know from algebraic topology, this isn’t always the case, so we’re stuck
doing the next-best thing: formally inverting the weak homotopy equivalences.

Definition 3.1. Let C be a category. A class of weak equivalences in C is a collection
W of morphisms in C such that

1. Every isomorphism in C is in W.

2. If g : a→ b and f : b→ c are morphisms in W, define the set V := {f, g, f ◦ g}. If two
of the morphisms of V belong to W, then the other does as well.

We then call the pair (C,W) a category with weak equivalences.1 1 To check your comprehension, it is a good exercise to
show that
1. Let C be a category and I the set of isomorphisms in

C, then (C, I) is a category with weak equivalences.

2. Let WHE be the set of weak homotopy equivalences
in Top. Then (Top,WHE) is a category with weak
equivalences.

Given a category with weak equivalences (C,W), we can define a new category
C[W−1], which is obtained from C by ‘forcing’ the morphisms in W to be invertible. We
can do this by noticing a useful property of functors — they always send isomorphisms to
isomorphisms.

Definition 3.2. Let (C,W) be a category with weak equivalences. For any other category
D, denote by FunW(C,D) ⊂ Fun(C,D) the full subcategory on those functors which send
all the the morphisms in W to isomorphisms in D.

A localization of C at W is a functor

LW : C C[W−1]

such that the induced map

L∗
W : Fun(C[W−1],D) Fun(C,D)
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is fully faithful and has essential image FunW(C,D).

Example 3.3.

1. ([4, Ex. 3.1.1]) Consider the category BN with a single object ∗, and whose morphisms
are precisely the natural numbers, with composition given by addition. The localization
of BN at the set of all of its morphisms is precisely BZ — the groupoid associated to the
integers.

2. Consider the category [1], which consists of two objects 0 and 1, and a single mor-
phism f : 0 → 1. The localization of [1] at the set of all of its morphisms is the walking
isomorphism: the category with objects 0 and 1, and morphisms f : 0 → 1 and
g : 1→ 0 such that g ◦ f = id0 and f ◦ g = id1.

3. (Homological algebra) Given an Abelian category2 A, denote by W the set of quasi- 2 If you don’t know what this is, don’t worry, but keep
this example in mind if you take a homological algebra
course.

isomorphisms in Ch(A). Then the derived category D(A) is the localization of Ch(A) at
W.

Lemma 3.4. Localizations are unique up to equivalence of categories commuting with the
localization functor.

Proof. Suppose given two localizations LW : C → D andKW : C → E SinceKW lies in
FunW(C, E), the fact that LW is a localization means that there is a functor

F : D E

such that F ◦ LW
∼=η KW. By the same reasoning, there is a functor

G : E D

such that G ◦KW
∼=ν LW.

Two further applications of the definition show that G ◦ F ∼= idD and F ◦G ∼= idC.

Definition 3.5. Denote by Wsimp the collection of all morphisms f : X → Y in Set∆
such that |f | : |X| → |Y | is a weak homotopy equivalence of spaces.

Our goal in this chapter will be to elucidate3 the following claim: 3 I’m being a little bit evasive with my wording here,
because in the interest of saving time, we will not be
proving this statement. Instead, we will be building up
evidence for it, as well as some useful technology.

Theorem 3.6. The realization functor descends to an equivalence

| − | : Set∆[W−1
simp] Top[W−1

HE ]

1 Cofibrations and invertibility

Looking at the categories Top and Set∆, we can notice that in sufficiently nice cases, weak
homotopy equivalences are ‘almost’ invertible — i.e., are actual homotopy equivalences.
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1.1 Case study: CW complexes

We cite without proof a celebrated theorem of Whitehead:

Theorem 3.7 (Whitehead). Let f : X → Y be a continuous map between CW complexes.
Then the following are equivalent.

• f is a weak homotopy equivalence.

• f is a homotopy equivalence.

This tells us something very interesting about the localization map

LWHE
: Top Top[W−1

HE ],

Namely, if we restrict this map to the full subcategory CW ⊂ Top of CW complexes, we
get a functor that is defined by simply identifying homotopic maps! In some sense, this
means that part of the localization Top[W−1

HE ] already ‘lives inside’ CW.
Even better, there is another famous theorem, which lets us completely restrict our

attention to CW.

Theorem 3.8. Let X be a topological space. Then there is a CW complex Y , and a weak
homotopy equivalence f : Y → X .

This tells us something remarkable: if we identify homotopic maps in CW, we get the
entire homotopy category Top[W−1

HE ]!
It turns out that we can generalize this behavior. The category Top carries the struc-

ture of a Model Category — a structure which allows us to find ‘good’ objects like CW
complexes for which the weak equivalences can be turn into real homotopy equivalences.

To try and understand this better, let’s think about what a CW complex really is. Any
CW complex X can be built as follows

Construction 3.9. We start with the empty space ∅. We can add a single point to ∅ by
forming a pushout square

∅ ∗

∅ ∗

We keep doing this until we get a discrete space X0, which consists of the 0-cells of X .4 4 Notice that ∗ = D0 is the 0-dimensional cell, and that
∅ = ∂D0 is its boundary.Next we take each 1-cell α : D1 ↪→ X of X . This comes equipped with an attaching

map
fα : ∂D1 → X0.

We can then add the 1-cell α to X by forming a pushout square

∂D1 D1

X0 Y

fα

We do this until we have added all the 1-cells of X to X0, and obtain a space X1 — the
1-skeleton of X .
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We continue to play the same game, adding n-cells to Xn−1 via pushouts of the form

∂Dn Dn

Xn−1 Y

until eventually we reach the space X (perhaps after infinitely many iterations).

This tells us that our CW complexes can be built from the empty set using nothing but
the inclusions ∂Dk → Dk . But what operations do we need to allow to be able to build
any CW complex from these maps?

Definition 3.10. Suppose that C is a cocomplete category. A set K of morphisms in C is
called saturated if

1. All isomorphisms are contained in K.

2. If there is a pushout square
A B

C D

f

g

such that f ∈ K, then g ∈ K. (We say K is closed under pushouts.)

3. If we have a countable sequence

A0 A1 A2 · · ·f1 f2

of morphisms in K, then the induced morphism A0 → colimi∈NAi is in K. (We say K

is closed under countable composition.)

4. If there is a collection {fi : Ai → Bi}i∈I of morphisms in K, then the induced
morphism ∐

i∈I Ai
∐
i∈I Bi

∐
fi

is in K. (We say K is closed under coproducts.)

5. If there is a commutative diagram

A C A

B D B

f

id

g f

id

such that g ∈ K, then f ∈ K. (We say K is closed under retracts.)

Definition 3.11. Let J be a set of morphisms in a cocomplete category C. The smallest
saturated class K containing J is called the saturated hull of J. We will often denote the
saturated hull of J by J.
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Example 3.12. Consider the set

J := {∂Dn ↪→ Dn}n∈N

of morphisms in Top. We will denote the saturated hull of J by Cofcl, and call its elements
(classical) cofibrations.

We can thus rewrite our description of CW complexes as follows.

Lemma 3.13. Let X be a CW complex. Then the unique map ∅ → X is a classical cofibra-
tion.

Proof. We define a sequence of classical cofibrations

X−1 = ∅ X0 X1 X2 · · · (3.1)

iteratively as follows. Let Cn denote the set of n-cells of X . We define the map Xi−1 →
Xi to be the pushout ∐

α∈Cn
∂Dn

∐
α∈Cn

Dn

Xi−1 Xi

ϕα

ϕi

Since Cofcl is closed under coproducts, the top arrow is in Cofcl. Since Cofcl is closed under
pushouts, the bottom arrow is as well.

The colimit of (3.1) is by definition the space X , and so since Cofcl is closed under
countable composition, the map ∅→ X is in Cofcl.

Remark 3.14. The reason for requiring that Cofcl be closed under retracts is not yet appar-
ent. Our later discussion of Kan complexes will make clear why this axiom is of use.

Definition 3.15. We call a space X ∈ Top (classically) cofibrant if the unique map
∅→ X is in Cofcl.

The upshot of the preceding discussion (together with a slight strengthening of White-
head’s theorem to include all classically cofibrant objects), is the following.

Theorem 3.16. Let Top◦ ⊂ Top denote the full subcategory on the classically cofibrant
objects. Denote by Ho(Top) the category obtained from Top◦ by identifying homotopic
morphisms. Then the localization map LWHE

induces an equivalence of categories

Ho(Top) ' Top[W−1
HE ].

1.2 Case study: Simplicial sets

Let’s try the same approach with simplicial sets, to see if a similar notion of ‘cofibrant’
simplicial set exists, such that every weak homotopy equivalence of simplicial sets is a
homotopy equivalence.

Before we define our cofibrations, though, let’s examine whether we need them. Is
every weak homotopy equivalence f : X → Y of simplicial sets already a homotopy
equivalence?



52 walKeR h. steRn

Example 3.17. Consider ∂∆2 and the simplicial setK with two vertices and two parallel
edges, as pictured below.

∂∆2 K

Convince yourself that the realizations of these two spaces are homeomorphic to the
circle, but every mapK → ∂∆2 is nullhomotopic. Note that there is a map ∂∆2 → K

which induces a homotopy equivalence on realizations.

This example shows us that, in fact, not every weak homotopy equivalence of simpli-
cial sets is a homotopy equivalence. Because of this, lets try to mimic our earlier procee-
dure for spaces.

Definition 3.18. Set
I := {∂∆n ↪→ ∆n}n≥0.

We define the set of (simplicial) cofibrations to be the saturated hull Cof∆ of I.5 5 One might be tempted to ask why this is the natural
analogue of the cofibrations in Top. The reason is
that we can define homeomorphisms |∆n| ∼= Dn

which, on the boundary, restrict to homeomorphisms
|∂∆n| ∼= ∂Dn.

Call a simplicial set X (Kan-Quillen) cofibrant if the unique map ∅ → X is a
simplicial cofibration.

Unfortunately, unlike in the case of spaces, this does not solve our problem.

Lemma 3.19. Every simplicial set is Kan-Quillen cofibrant.

We will actually prove this lemma as a corollary of a more general proposition.

Proposition 3.20. Let f : X → Y be a monomorphism6 of simplicial sets. Then f ∈ Cof∆. 6 By a monomorphism in a category C, we mean a
morphism f : x → y in C such that, for any g, h : z →
x in C, if f ◦ g = f ◦ h, then g = h. This can be seen as
a generalization of the notion of an injective map:

Exercise 11. Show that the monomorphisms in Set are
precisely the injective maps. Show that the monomor-
phisms in Set∆ are those morphisms f : X → Y such
that, for every n ≥ 0, the map f : Xn → Yn on
n-simplices is injective.

Proof. We first note that, given a pushout square

X Y

Z W

f

f ′

in Set∆, if f is a monomorphism, then f ′ is also a monomorphism.
We will inductively construct a sequence of Kan-Quillen cofibrations

X =: X0 X1 X2 · · ·f1

Such that Y is the colimit of the sequence.
To begin with, let I0 = Y0 \X0 be the set of 0-simplices of Y which are not 0-simplices

of X . We can then define X1 and f1 as the pushout∐
α inI0

∂∆0
∐
α inI0

∆0

X X1
f1
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so that X1 contains all the 0-simplices of Y . By universal property, we get an induced
map ψ1 : X1 → Y such that ψ1 ◦ f1 = f .

Now suppose we have constructed Xk , and a monomorphism ψk : Xk → Y which is
surjective all the n-simplices of Y for n < k. We then set Ik = Yk \ (Xk)k to be the set of
k-simplices of Y not already contained in Xk . There are canonical inclusions∐

α inIk
∂∆k

∐
α∈Ik ∆

k Y.

Since all the (k − 1)-simplices of Y are contained in Xk , the inclusion∐
α inIk

∂∆k Y.

factors through ψk We thus get a commutative diagram∐
α inIk

∂∆k
∐
α∈Ik ∆

k

Xk

Y

ψk

Forming the pushout then yields a space Xk+1 and a monomorphism ψk+1 : Xk+1 → Y

which hits all the k-simplices of Y , and such that the diagram∐
α inIk

∂∆k
∐
α∈Ik ∆

k

Xk Xk+1

Y

ψk

fk+1
ψk+1

commutes.
By induction, we have constructed a sequence of Kan-Quillen cofibrations fi : Xi−1 →

Xi whose countable composition is the map

f : X → Y

Thus, this map is a Kan-Quillen cofibration, as desired.

It thus becomes clear that we need more machinery if we want a nice description of the
localization.

2 Anodyne maps

The big issue we run into when trying to turn weak homotopy equivalences of simplicial
sets into homotopy equivalences is that simplicial homotopies are not usually reversable
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— they have a direction specified by the direction of the corresponding 1-simplices. This
means, in particular, that simplicial homotopy is not an equivalence relation. To rectify
this, we again need to restrict our attention to a special class of objects. Fortunately, this is
a class we have already encountered: Kan complexes.

Recall that a Kan complex X is defined by the property that, for any 0 ≤ i ≤ n, and
any map Λni → X , there exists a dashed morphism as below making the diagram

Λni X

∆n

commute. Our hope will be to relate this lifting property to the saturated classes of mor-
phisms we introduced earlier.

Definition 3.21. We define the class A of anodyne maps to be the saturated hull of the
set

{Λni ↪→ ∆n | 0 ≤ i ≤ n}.

We will call a map f : X → Y of simplicial sets a Kan fibration if, for every i : A → B

in A and every solid commutative diagram

A X

B Y

i f

there exists a dashed arrow as indicated making the diagram commute.

It will turn out that we don’t actually need to test f against every anodyne map to see
that it is a Kan fibration. It will suffice to check only the familiar horn inclusions. This
follows from some quite general theory:

Definition 3.22. Let C be a category, and let f : X → Y and i : A→ B be morphisms in
C. We say that f has the right lifting property (RLP) with respect to i and that i has
the left lifting property (LLP) with respect to f if, for every commutative diagram

A X

B Y

i f

in C, there exists a dashed arrow as above making the diagram commute. In this case we
write i ⊥ f .

Let B be a set of morphisms in C. We denote

⊥B := {i | i ⊥ f for every f ∈ B}

and
B⊥ := {f | i ⊥ f for every i ∈ B}

Lemma 3.23. Let C be a cocomplete category, and let B be a set of morphisms in C. Then

⊥B is saturated.
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Proof. This amounts to checking the conditions for saturation. It is immediate that iso-
morphisms are contained in ⊥B. Closure under coproducts is a straightforward applica-
tion of the universal property.

To check closure under pushouts, suppose that

A C X

B D Y

i j

is a diagram in C. Suppose that the left-hand square is a pushout square with i ∈ ⊥B, and
suppose that f ∈ B. Then by definition, we can solve the lifting problem defined by the
outer square, to get a dashed arrow

A C X

B D Y

i j

The universal property of the pushout then provides a map D → X , which is easily
checked to be a solution to the left-hand lifting problem. Hence j ∈ ⊥B.

To see closure under countable composition, suppose that

B0 B1 B2 · · ·

is a sequence of morphisms in ⊥B, and suppose we are given a lifting problem

B0 X

colimi∈NBi Y

f

where f ∈ B. By universal property, this gives us a countable sequence of lifting prob-
lems

Bi X

Bi+1 Y

f

which each admit a solution by assumption. The solutions display X as a cone over the
{Bi}, and thus yield a map colimi∈NBi → X by universal property, which solves the
lifting problem.

To see closure under retracts, suppose we have a retract diagram

A C A

B D B

j

id

i j

id
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with i ∈ ⊥B. Then suppose we are given a lifting problem

A X

B Y

j f

with f ∈ B. We can stick these diagrams together, and solve the middle lifting problem,

A C A X

B D B Y

j

iA

id

i

rA

j f

iB

id

rB

h

It is then easy to check that h ◦ iB solves the initial lifting problem.

Corollary 3.24. Let C be a cocomplete category, and B a set of morphisms in C. Then
B ⊂ ⊥(B⊥).

Corollary 3.25. A map f : X → Y of simplicial sets is a Kan fibration if and only if it has
the RLP with respect to the maps Λni → ∆n for all 0 ≤ i ≤ n.

Corollary 3.26. A simplicial set X is a Kan complex if and only if the unique map X →
∆0 is a Kan fibration.

So now we have two ways of finding special types of objects, both related to saturated
classes. Kan-Quillen cofibrant objects are the objects such that the unique map ∅ → X

is a Kan-Quillen cofibration; and Kan-Quillen fibrant objects (Kan complexes) are the
objects such that the unique map X → ∆0 has the RLP with respect to the Anodyne
maps.

It will turn out that any weak homotopy equivalence between two Kan complexes is, in
fact, a homotopy equivalence, so in some sense the fibrant objects in Set∆ are good in the
same way that the cofibrant objects in Top are.

3 Model categories

We now want to axiomatize the kind of structures we have been examining. In effect, we
have a category C, and a set W of weak equivalences, and we want to see the localization
C[W−1] as “living inside” C. We have noticed that we can do this for Top by defining
a saturated set of morphisms Cof, and considering only the cofibrant objects, and we
suggested that we can do this for Set∆ by defining a saturated set of anodyne morphisms,
and considering fibrant objects with respect to these. We will now introduce a structure
which incorporates both of these ideas, and allows us to deal with localizations in a very
organized manner.

Definition 3.27. Let C be a complete, cocomplete category. A model structure on C
consists of three distinguished sets of morphisms: A set W called weak equivalences, a set
Cof called cofibrations, and a set Fib called fibrations. These sets are required to satisfy the
axioms:
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(M1) The pair (C,W) is a category with weak equivalences.

(M2) Each of the classes W, Cof, and Fib are stable under retracts.

(M3) A lifting problem
A X

B Y

i f

in C has a solution, provided that at least one of the following holds:

• We have i ∈ Cof ∩W and f ∈ Fib.

• We have i ∈ Cof and f ∈ Fib ∩W.

(M4) Any morphism X → Y in C admits a factorization

X X̃ Yi f

Where i ∈ Cof ∩W, and f ∈ Fib.

(M5) Any morphism X → Y in C admits a factorization

X Ŷ Y
j g

Where j ∈ Cof, and f ∈ Fib ∩W.

We will refer to the morphisms of Cof ∩W as trivial cofibrations and the morphisms of
Fib ∩W as trivial fibrations.

Remark 3.28. Notice that this means the set Cof of cofibrations and the set Cof ∩W of
trivial cofibrations are both saturated, by Lemma 3.23.

One important observation follows immediately from the definitions:

Lemma 3.29. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. Then (Cop,Fib,Cof,W) is a model
category.

The use of this lemma is that, if we prove a statement about a model category, we im-
mediately obtain its dual statement. For instance, if we notice that the set of cofibrations
is stable under pushouts, we immediately obtain that the set of fibrations is stable under
pullbacks.

Example 3.30.

1. Any complete and cocomplete category C carries a model structure in which Cof =
Fib is the set of all morphisms in C, and W is the set of isomorphisms in C

2. The category Cat of small categories carries a model structure where Cof consists
of those functors which are injective on objects, Fib consists of the isofibrations7 7 An isofibration F : C → D is a functor such that, for

any c ∈ C and any isomorphism f : F (c)
∼=−→ d in D,

there exists an isomorphism g : c
∼=−→ b in C such that

F (g) = f .

and W consists of the equivalences of categories.
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3. There is a model structure on the category Top in which Cof is the set of classical
cofibrations, Fib is the set of Serre fibrations8, and W is the set of weak homotopy 8 …….

equivalences.

Example 3.31. There is a model structure on Set∆ with

Cof: Cofibrations are monomorphisms.

Fib: Fibrations are Kan fibrations.

W: Weak equivalences are weak homotopy equivalences.

Proposition 3.32. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. Then

1. Cof⊥ = (Fib ∩W) and Cof = ⊥(Fib ∩W)

2. (Cof ∩W)⊥ = Fib and (Cof ∩W) = ⊥Fib.

Proof. It suffices for us to show Cof = ⊥(Fib ∩W) and (Cof ∩W) = ⊥Fib. The other
statements follow by duality. We prove one of these statements, and leave the other to the
reader.

Note first that Cof ⊂ ⊥(Fib ∩W) by (M3). Now suppose i : A → B is in ⊥(Fib ∩W).
We can factor i as

A B̂ B
g f

∼

by (M5). We can then form the lifting problem

A B̂

B B

i

g

f∼

idB

which has a solution r : B → B̂ by (M3). This then yields a retract diagram

A A A

B B̂ B

idA

i

idA

g i

r f

∼

Thus, by (M2), i ∈ Cof.

Remark 3.33. This implies that (1) Cof and (Cof ∩ W) are saturated, and (2) a model
structure is uniquely determined by Cof and W or by Fib and W.

4 Factorizations and the small object argument

We haven’t yet discussed the factorization axioms (M4) and (M5) in our definition of
model categories. There is a fairly miraculous trick for showing that such factorization
axioms hold, due to Quillen. To make use of this argument, however, we will need some
additional terminology.
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Definition 3.34. A partial ordered set I is called filtered if every finite subset U ⊂ I has
an upper bound, i.e. there is an x ∈ I such that, for every y ∈ U , y ≤ x. We call a colimit
of a diagram

F : I C

where I is a filtered poset a filtered colimit, and we call such a diagram a filtered diagram

Definition 3.35. Let C be a cocomplete category. We call an object x ∈ C compact9 if the 9 The original term used by Quillen was small, however,
small is now often used for an unrelated set-theoretic
notion.

representable functor
HomC(x,−) : C Set

commutes with filtered colimits.
Equivalently, we say x is compact if, for every filtered diagram

F : I C
i yi

with colimit cone η : F ⇒ constc and every f : x→ c, the following conditions hold:

1. There exists i ∈ I and fi : x→ c such that the diagram

x yi

c

fi

f
ηi

commutes.

2. If gi : x→ yi and gj : x→ yj are two morphisms satisfying condition (1), then there is
a k ∈ I with i ≤ k and j ≤ k such that the diagram

x yi

yj yk

gi

gj

commutes.

Proposition 3.36 (Quillen’s Small Object Argument). Let C be a locally small cocomplete
category, and A a small set of morphisms of C such that the source of every morphism in A

is compact, then every morphism f : c→ d in C admits a factorization

c d

e

f

h g

where h is in the saturated hull of A, and g has the right lifting property with respect to
every morphism of A.

Proof. The key trick here is to push each lifting problem ”one step further” in a colimit
diagram: We want to construct a N-index sequence

c c1 c2 · · ·
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and a cocone with tip d over this diagram:

c c1 c2 · · ·

d

f f1 f2

with the following properties:

• Each morphism ci → ci+1 lies in A.

• Given a lifting problem
a ci

b d

s

with s ∈ A, then there exists a morphism g : b→ ci+1 such that the diagram

a ci

ci+1

b d

s

g

commutes.

Let us first see why this would imply the proposition. We define c∞ = colimN xi. Since
each ci → ci+1, the transfinite composite f∞ : c → c∞ lies in the saturated hull of A.
Moreover, the cocone with tip Y yields a factorization

c d

c∞

f

f∞ p

of f . It thus remains only for us to check that p has the right lifting property with respect
to all morphisms in A.

Given a lifting problem
a c∞

b d

m

s p

n

with s in A, the fact that a is compact allows us to find a morphism a → ci such that the
diagram

a c∞

ci

b d

m

s

m̃

p

n
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commutes. We can use our second property to find g : b→ ci+1 such that the diagram

a c∞

ci

ci+1

b d

m

s

m̃

p

n

g

commutes. The induced map b ci+1 c∞
g then solves the initial lifting

problem.
We now only need to show that the desired sequence ci of objects in C exists. We

consider the set I of all diagrams of the form

ai c

bi d

si

mi

f

ni

where si ∈ A. Then we can form the coproduct over i ∈ I of the morphisms si : ai →
bi:10 10 note that morphisms in A can appear more than once

in this coproduct.∐
i∈I

ai −→
∐
i∈I

bi

We thus get a commutative square ∐
i∈I ai c

∐
i∈I bi d

f

Forming the pushout then gives us an object c1 and a commutative diagram∐
i∈I ai c

∐
i∈I bi c1

d

τ1
f

f1

Where, by definition, τ1 is in A. Moreover, given a particular lifting problem

a c

b d

m

s f

n
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with s ∈ A, the summand inclusions

a
∐
i∈I ai c

b
∐
i∈I bi c1

d

s τ1
f

f1

give us the desired partial lift. Iterating this process gives us the desired sequence ci.

Corollary 3.37. Suppose that A and C satisfy the hypotheses of Proposition 3.36. Then

A = ⊥(A)⊥

We now want to specialize this argument to the case of Set∆. The first step is to iden-
tify the compact objects in Set∆.

Definition 3.38. We call a simplicial set X ∈ Set∆ finite if X has only finitely many
non-degenerate simplices.

Lemma 3.39. Let X ∈ Set∆, and denote by P fin(X) the poset of finite simplicial subsets
Y ⊂ X . Then P fin(X) is filtered, and

X ∼= colim
Y ∈P fin(X)

Y.

Proof. The fact that P fin(X) is filtered follows from the fact that a finite union of finite
simplicial sets is itself finite.

By the explicit description of colimits in Set, we see that colimY ∈P fin(X) Y ⊂ X . On
the other hand, suppose that ∆n → X is a simplex. Then the image of ∆n is a finite
simplicial subset of X , and so X ⊂ colimY ∈P fin(X) Y .

Proposition 3.40. A simplicial set X ∈ Set∆ is a compact object if and only if X is finite.

Proof. Suppose that X is compact. Then since

X ∼= colim
Y ∈P fin(X)

Y

the identity idX : X → X must factor through some Y ∈ P fin(X), i.e., the identity must
factor as X → Y ↪→ X . This, however implies X = Y , and so X is finite.

On the other hand, suppose that X is finite, let I be a filtered poset, and F : I →
Set∆ be a diagram with colimit cocone η : F ⇒ constY . Suppose we are given a map
f : X → Y . For any non-degenerate simplex σ of X , there is then an i ∈ I such that
f |σ : ∆n → Y factors through F (iσ).

For every non-degenerate simplex σ of X , we choose such an iσ . This is a finite set
by assumption, and since I is filtered, there is a k ∈ I such that iσ ≤ k for every non-
degenerate simplex σ of X . This means that, for each such σ, f |σ factors through F (k).
We can thus, for any n, define maps from the non-degenerate n-simplices of X to the n-
simplices of F (k). We extend this map to degenerate simplices by forcing it to commute
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with degeneracy maps. Checking that this yields a well-defined map of simplicial sets
g : X → F (k) shows that f : X → Y factors through F (k), as desired.

Finally, suppose that f : X → Y factors through F (j) as

X F (j) Y
gj

and F (`) as
X F (`) Y

gℓ

For each non-degenerate simplex σ of X , we can find a pσ ∈ I such that the composites

X F (j) F (pσ)
gj

and
X F (`) F (pσ)

gℓ

agree on σ (by the construction of colimits in Set). Since I is filtered, We can thus find
some p ∈ I such that the composites

X F (j) F (p)
gj

and
X F (`) F (p)

gℓ

agree on all non-degenerate simplices. However, this implies that these composites agree
on all simplices, and so we see that X is compact.

Corollary 3.41. For every n ≥ 0 and every K ⊂ P([n]), the simplicial set ∆K is compact.

Corollary 3.42. Every morphism f : X → Y in Set∆ factors as

X Z Ys p

where s is an anodyne morphism, and p is a Kan fibration.

Proof. Apply the small object argument to the set

A := {Λni → ∆n}

Corollary 3.43. Every morphism f : X → Y in Set∆ factors as

X Z Ys p

where s is in the saturated hull of {∂∆n → ∆n}, and p has the RLP with respect to the
morphisms in {∂∆n → ∆n}.

5 Digression: Mapping spaces

We now pause in our contemplation of model categories to use some of the machinery
we have developed. Viewing simplicial sets as an analogue of spaces, we want to define
mapping spaces between two simplicial sets.
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Definition 3.44. LetK and X be simplicial sets. The simplicial mapping space Map(K,X) ∈
Set∆ is the simplicial set defined by the isomorphism

HomSet∆(∆
n,Map(K,X)) ∼= HomSet∆(K ×∆n, X).

The functoriality in ∆op is given by the functoriality ofK ×∆(−).

Proposition 3.45. There is an adjunction

K × (−) : Set∆ Set∆ : Map(K,−).

Proof. We prove the proposition by providing a bijection

HomSet∆(Z,Map(K,X)) ∼= HomSet∆(K × Z,X).

natural in X and Z .
We first introduce the evaluation map:

ev : K ×Map(K,X) X

which sends a k-simplex (σ, γ) ∈ K ×Map(K,X) to the simplex γ(σ × id∆n). We can
then define a map

HomSet∆(Z,Map(K,X)) HomSet∆(K × Z,X)

which sends f : Z →Map(K,X) to the map

f̃ : K × Z X

(σ, τ) ev(σ, f(τ)).

In the other direction, we can define a map

HomSet∆(K × Z,X) HomSet∆(Z,Map(K,X))

which sends f : K × Z → X to the map

f̂ : Z Map(K,X)

σ f |K×σ

It is straightforward to check that these maps are mutually inverse.

We now want to explore the behavior of mapping spaces with respect to anodyne
morphisms and Kan fibrations.

Definition 3.46. Let f : A → B and g : C → D be morphisms of simplicial sets. We
define the pushout-product of f and g to be the canonical map

f ∧ g : A×D
∐
A×C B × C B ×D.
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Example 3.47. Let f : {0} → ∆1, and g : ∆{0,1} → ∆2. Then the source of the
pushout-product f ∧ g can be drawn schematically as

(0, 0) (0, 1) (0, 2)

(1, 0) (1, 1)

as a subset of [1]× [2].

One key facet of the interplay between the pushout-product and mapping spaces is the
use of adjoint lifting problems.

Lemma 3.48. Let p : X → Y , f : A → B, and g : C → D morphisms in Set∆. Then a
lifting problem

A×D
∐
A×C B × C X

B ×D Y

f∧g p

uniquely corresponds to a lifting problem

A Map(D,X)

B Map(C,X)×Map(C,Y ) Map(D,Y )

f

Moreover, the former lifting problem has a solution if and only if the latter does.

Exercise 12. Formulate and prove a version of 3.48 for a general pair of adjoint functors

L : Set∆ Set∆ : R.

Exercise 13. Let B be a set of morphisms in Set∆, and let C be a saturated set of mor-
phisms in Set∆. Let Q denote the set of morphisms f in Set∆ such that f ∧ g is in C for
any g ∈ B.

1. Show that Q is saturated.

Proposition 3.49. Define

B1 := {Λni → ∆n}

B2 :=

{i} ×∆n
∐

{i}×∂∆n

∆1 × ∂∆n → ∆1 ×∆n | i ∈ {0, 1}


B3 :=

{i} ×B ∐
{i}×A

∆1 ×A→ ∆1 ×B | i ∈ {0, 1}, A ↪→ B monic


Then B1 = B2 = B3 is the set of anodyne morphisms.
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Proof. We first show that B1 ⊂ B3. Fix Λnk with k < n, and define morphisms

∆n ∆1 ×∆n ∆n{1}×(−) q

where q is defined on the level of posets as

q : [1]× [n] [n]

(i, j)


j i = 1

j i = 0, j ≤ k
k i = 0, j > k

One then has a retract diagram

Λni {0} ×∆n
∐

{0}×Λn
k
∆1 × Λnk Λnk

∆n ∆1 ×∆n ∆n
{1}×(−) q

For the case n = k, take the retract obtained for k = 0, and reverse all arrows.
We next show that B2 ⊆ B1. We will show one of the two cases — the other is com-

pletely analogous. Consider the morphism

A = {0} ×∆n
∐

{0}×∂∆n ∆1 × ∂∆n ∆1 ×∆n = B

in Set∆. Every non-degenerate simplex of ∆1 × ∆n is contained one of the ‘maximal’
(n+ 1)-simplices given by

σi : [n+ 1] [1]× [n]

j

(0, j) j ≤ i
(1, j − 1) j > i

for 0 ≤ i ≤ n. We can define simplicial sets inductively by setting An+1 = A, and

Ai = Ai+1 ∪ σi

to get a filtration
A = An+1 ⊆ An ⊆ · · · ⊆ A0 = B

It will thus suffice for us to show that Ai+1 → Ai is anodyne. However, we can notice
that the intersection of σi and Ai+1 is precisely a Λn+1

i -horn. Thus we have a pushout
diagram

Λn+1
i ∆n+1

Ai+1 Ai

σi

and Ai+1 → Ai is anodyne, as desired.
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Finally, we show that B3 = B2. It is immediate that B2 ⊆ B3. Let I be the set of
morphisms

I := {{0} → ∆1, {1} → ∆1}

Then by Exercise 13, we see that the set

Q := {f : A→ B | f ∧ g ∈ B2 ∀g ∈ I}

is saturated. However, this means that Q is a saturated set containing all the simplex
boundary inclusions, and thus contains the monomorphisms. Hence, B3 ⊂ B2, and we
are done.

Corollary 3.50. For any anodyne morphism f and any monomorphism g, then f ∧ g is
anodyne.

Proof. The set {h | h ∧ g is anodyne} is saturated. It thus suffices to show that for any
h ∈ B3, the map h ∧ g is anodyne. However, any such h is itself of the form ` ∧ s, where `
is {i} → ∆1, and s is a monomorphism. We thus see that

h ∧ g = (` ∧ s) ∧ g = ` ∧ (s ∧ g)

since s ∧ g is a monomorphism, this lies in M3, and thus is anodyne.

Corollary 3.51. For any i : A→ B a monomorphism, and any p : X → Y a Kan fibration,
the morphism

Map(B,X)→Map(B, Y )×Map(A,Y ) Map(A,X)

is a Kan fibration.

Proof. This follows from Lemma 3.48.

Corollary 3.52. For any Kan complex X and any simplicial setK , the mapping space
Map(K,X) is a Kan complex.

Proof. Apply the previous corollary to ∅→ K and X → ∗.

We can now prove a statement we asserted at the end of last chapter, bolstering our
case that Kan complexes are the right choice of ‘good’ objects in Set∆.

Corollary 3.53. For X a Kan complex, homotopy of maps B → X is an equivalence
relation on HomSet∆(B,X).

Proof. A homotopyH : ∆1 × B → X is, by definition, the same thing as a path
∆1 → Map(B,X). Since paths define an equivalence relation on the vertices of any
Kan complex, homotopy of maps is thus an equivalence relation.
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6 Cylinders

The trick here is that, with a model structure in place, we can define a notion of homotopy
in the category in question, and then use this to greatly simplify the localization of the
category at the weak equivalences. Dual Definition 3.54. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model

category, and letX be an object in C. A path object
Path(X) ∈ C is an object equipped with a fibration

Path(X) X ×X

and a weak equivalence

X Path(X)

Such that the canonical map X X ×X factors
as

X Path(X) X ×X.

Definition 3.54. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category, and let X be an object in C. A
cylinder object Cyl(X) ∈ C is an object equipped with a cofibration

X qX Cyl(X)

and a weak equivalence
Cyl(X) X

such that the canonical map X qX X factors as

X qX Cyl(X) X.≃

Dual Example 3.55.

1. In the model structure on Top described above,
a path object forX is the space Map(I,X) of
continuous maps with the compact-open topology,
equipped with the structure maps

X Map(I,X) X ×X.const ev0 × ev1

2. In our putative model structure on Set∆, a path
object forX is the simplicial setXI , with structure
maps

X XI X ×X.const ev0 × ev1

Example 3.55.

1. In the model structure on Top described above, a cylinder object for X is the space
X × I , with structure maps

X qX ∼= X × {0, 1} X × I X.
proj

2. In our putative model structure on Set∆, a cylinder object for X ∈ Set∆ is the
simplicial set X ×∆1, with structure maps

X qX ∼= X × {0, 1} X ×∆1 X.
proj

Exercise 14. Show that, in any model category C, every object X ∈ C has both a path
object and a cylinder object.

The main utility of cylinder and path objects is that they allow us to define a notion of
homotopy in a model category. Dual Definition 3.56. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model

category, and let f, g : X → Y be a pair of morphisms
in C. A right homotopy from f to g is a morphism

X Path(Y )H

such that the composite

X Path(Y ) Y × YH

is f × g : X → Y × Y .

Definition 3.56. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category, and let f, g : X → Y be a pair
of morphisms in C. A left homotopy from f to g is a morphism

Cyl(X) YH

from a cylinder object such that the composite map

X qX Cyl(X) YH

is f q g : X qX → Y .

Before we proceed, we briefly note that we can always obtain cylinder/path objects in a
model category.
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Lemma 3.57. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category, and let X be an object of C. Then
there is a cylinder object for X .

Proof. We factor the map id q id : X q X → X using (M5) from 3.27. This yields a
factorization

X qX C Xi s

where i is a cofibration and s is a trivial fibration (in particular, a weak equivalence).

Ideally, we’d like our two notions of homotopy to be the same, i.e. that two maps are
left-homotopic if and only if they are right-homotopic. This is not always the case, but
often, it will be so.

Example 3.58. Let X be a topological space, and let a, b : ∗ → X be the inclusions of
two points. A left homotopy from a to b is a factorization

∗ q ∗ I × ∗ XH

of the map aq b : ∗ q ∗ → X . In other words, this is a path from a to b in X .
On the other hand, a right homotopy from a to b is a factorization

∗ XI X ×X

of the map a× b : ∗ → X ×X . This is also a path from a to b. So, in Top, our two notions
agree.

In general, left and right homotopy do not always agree. More importantly, left/right
homotopy do not always define an equivalence relation on the set of maps HomC(X,Y ).

Example 3.59. In our proposed model structure on Set∆, a left homotopy from f : X →
Y to g : X → Y can be written as a map X ×∆1 → Y .

Consider Λ2
1 ∈ Set∆. Denote by ij : ∆0 → Λ2

1 the inclusion of the jᵗʰ vertex. Then
there is a homotopy from i0 to i1, and a homotopy from i1 to i2, but no homotopy from i0

to i2. The reason that left homotopy does not define an equivalence relation in this case is
precisely because the target Λ2

1 is not a fibrant object, i.e. a Kan complex.

To rectify these issues, we will need to introduce two special kinds of objects in a
model category. We have already met both of these concepts in special cases.

Definition 3.60. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. Denote the initial and termi-
nal objects of C by ∅ and ∗, respectively. An object X in C is called fibrant if the unique
map

X ∗

is a fibration. Dually, X is called cofibrant if the unique map

∅ X

is a cofibration.
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Example 3.61. In our standard model structure on Top, every object is fibrant, and the
cofibrant spaces are retracts of cell complexes. In our proposed model structure on Set∆,
every object is cofibrant, and the fibrant objects are Kan complexes.

Lemma 3.62. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category and X ∈ C be a cofibrant object.

Let X qX Cyl1(X) X
i1⨿j1 s1 and X qX Cyl2(X) X

i2⨿j2 s2 be two
cylinder objects for X . Then

1. The morphisms i1 : X → Cyl1(X) and j1 : X → Cyl1(X) are trivial cofibrations.

2. The pushoutK in the diagram

X Cyl1(X)

Cyl2(X) K

j1

i2 p

q

is a cylinder object for X when equipped with the maps p◦ i1 and q ◦ j2 from X → K

and the map s : K → X obtained by universal property.

Proof. To see (1), we note that by definition

X Cyl1(X) X
j1 s1

is a factorization of the identity, and s1 ∈ W. Since W satisfies 2-out-of-3, this means that
j1 ∈ W. Moreover, since X is cofibrant, we can write the inclusion of the second factor
X → X q X as the coproduct of the identity on X with the cofibration ∅ → X . Since
cofibrations are a saturated set, this implies this inclusion is a cofibration. Thus, j1 is a
composite of cofibrations, and so is itself a cofibration.

To see (2), we note that trivial cofibrations form a saturated class, and thus are closed
under pushout. Since out argument for (1) shows that j1 and i2 are trivial cofibrations, we
thus see that p and q must be trivial cofibrations as well. Universal property implies that
the diagram

X Cyl1(X)

Cyl2(X) K

X

j1

i2 p
s1

s2

q

s

induces a unique dashed map s. Since s1 and p are weak equivalences, 2-out-of-3 implies
that s must be as well.

The final verification — that i1 q j2 : X q X → K is a cofibration — is left to the
reader.

Lemma 3.63. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. If X is a cofibrant object and Y is
any object, then left homotopy is an equivalence relation on HomC(X,Y ).
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Proof. First, let us show that f is left-homotopic to f . Let

X qX Cyl(X) Xi s

be a cylinder object for X . It is then immediate that

X qX Cyl(X) Yi f◦s

is a factorization of f q f : X qX → Y . Thus f ◦ s is a homotopy from f to f .
Reflexivity of the relation follows immediately from the fact that if

X qX Cyl(X) X
i1⨿i2 s

is a cylinder object for X , then so is

X qX Cyl(X) X.
i2⨿i1 s

Transitivity follows immediately from Lemma 3.62, part (2).

Dualizing, we immediately obtain

Dual Lemma 3.63. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. If Y is a fibrant object and X
is any object, then right homotopy is an equivalence relation on HomC(X,Y ).

Finally, we aim to show that left and right homotopy describe the same equivalence
relation on HomC(X,Y ) when X is cofibrant and Y is fibrant.

Lemma 3.64. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category, and let X be a cofibrant object.
Suppose that f, g : X → Y are left-homotopic. Then for any path object Path(Y ) of Y , there
is a right homotopy

H : X Path(Y )

from f to g.

Proof. We begin with a cylinder object

X qX Cyl(X) X
i0⨿i1 s

for X and a homotopy G : Cyl(X) → Y from g to f . Additionally, we have fixed a path
object

Y Path(Y ) Y × Y.j p

We write a commutative diagram

X Path(Y )

Cyl(X) Y × Y

j◦f

i0 p

(f◦s)×G
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By the dual of Lemma 3.62 (1), we note that the map Path(Y ) → Y × Y is a fibration.
Additionally, i0 is a cofibration. This means we can solve the lifting problem represented
by this commutative diagram, to get a map

X Path(Y )

Cyl(X) Y × Y

j◦f

i0 p

(f◦s)×G

ψ

making the diagram commute. We can then check that ψ ◦ i0 : X → Y defines a
homotopy from f to g.

To see this, let π1, π2 : Y × Y → Y be the two projections. We then compute

π1 ◦ p ◦ ψ ◦ i0 = π1 ◦ ((f ◦ s)×G) ◦ i0
= f ◦ s ◦ i0
= f ◦ idX = f

and

π2 ◦ p ◦ ψ ◦ i0 = G ◦ i0
= g.

completing the proof.

Corollary 3.65. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. Let X be a fibrant object, and Y
a cofibrant object. Let f, g : X → Y be two morphisms. The following are equivalent.

1. For any cylinder object Cyl(X) of X , there is a left homotopy from f to g with cylin-
der object Cyl(X).

2. f and g are left-homotopic.

3. For any path object Path(Y ) of Y , there is a right homotopy from f to g with path
object Path(Y ).

4. f and g are right-homotopic.

Proof. Follows immediately from Lemma 3.64 and its dual.

7 Localizing model categories

Our penultimate objective in this chapter will be to see how a model structure on C with
weak equivalences W allows us to describe the homotopy category C[W−1] with a mini-
mum of difficulty.

Definition 3.66. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. We call an object X ∈ C
fibrant-cofibrant if it is both fibrant and cofibrant.

Let X,Y ∈ C be fibrant-cofibrant objects. We call a morphism f : X → Y a homo-
topy equivalence in C if there is a morphism g : Y → X such that g ◦ f is homotopic to
idX and f ◦ g is homotopic to idY .
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Example 3.67.

1. In the model structure on Top, the homotopy equivalences in the model-categorical
sense are precisely the classical homotopy equivalences.

2. In our putative model structure on Set∆, the homotopy equivalences are the simplicial
homotopy equivalences.

Proposition 3.68. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category, and let X and Y be fibrant-
cofibrant objects in C. If a morphism f : X → Y is in W, then it is a homotopy equivalence.

Proof. We first notice that, given a weak equivalence f : X → Y , we can factor it as

X Z Y∼
i s

where i is a trivial cofibration. By 2-out-of-3, we see that s is also a weak equivalence,
and thus a trivial fibration. It thus suffices to show the statement for trivial fibrations and
trivial cofibrations. Since these two cases are dual, it will in fact suffice to prove one of
them.

Suppose f : X → Y is a trivial cofibration. Fix a path object

Y Path(Y ) Y × Yi s

for Y . Since f is a trivial cofibration and X is fibrant, we can solve the lifting problem

X X

Y ∗

idX

f
g

to obtain a dashed morphism g : Y → X such that g ◦ f = idX . We then consider the
lifting problem

X Path(Y )

Y Y × Y

i◦f

f s

(f◦g)×idY

ψ

since f is a trivial cofibration and Y is a fibration, we can solve this lifting problem to
obtain a morphism ψ : Y → Path(Y ). The map ψ is, by construction, a right-homotopy
from f ◦ g to idY , completing the proof.

Remark 3.69. This proposition is sometimes known as Whitehead’s Theorem, as the version
of this statement for topological spaces was proven by Whitehead in the 1940’s.

We want to compute the localization C[W−1] by restricting to fibrant-cofibrant objects,
and taking homotopy classes of maps. The next step towards doing so is to show that
every object is a fibrant-cofibrant object up to weak equivalence.

Definition 3.70. Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. For X and Y fibrant-cofibrant
objects, denote by π0HomC(X,Y ) the set of homotopy classes of maps from X to Y in C.
We define the homotopy category Ho(C) to have
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• Objects the fibrant-cofibrant objects of C.

• Hom-sets given by

HomHo(C)(X,Y ) := π0HomC(X,Y ).

Exercise 15. Show that Ho(C) is at well-defined category.

Construction 3.71. We aim to construct a canonical functor ΠC : C→ Ho(C).
We first define ΠC on objects. Let X ∈ C. We can factor the unique morphism

∅ X

into a cofibration and a trivial fibration.

∅ QX X∼
pX

The object QX is cofibrant, and weakly equivalent to X . We call QX a cofibrant re-
placement for X .

We then factor the unique morphism

QX ∗

into a trivial cofibration and a fibration

QX RQX ∗∼
iX

Note that RQX is fibrant, and since the morphism ∅ → RQX factors as ∅ ↪→ QX ↪→
RQX , we see that RQX is also cofibrant.

We also fix an important convention: if X is already cofibrant, we choose QX = X

and the trivial fibration QX ↠ X to be idX . Similarly, if X (and thus QX) is already
fibrant, we choose RQX = QX , and the trivial cofibration QX ↪→ RQX to be idQX . We
then can define an assignment on objects to be

ΠC(X) = RQX.

Now let f : X → Y be a morphism in C. We obtain a diagram

∅ QY

QX Y

pY

f◦pX

Since pY is a trivial fibration and ∅ → QX is a cofibration, we can choose a solution to
the lifting problem, i.e., a map Qf : QX → QY such that the diagram

QX QY

X Y

Qf

pX pY

f



an intRoduction to asi-categoRies 75

commutes.
We need this map to be at least unique up to homotopy. Suppose g : QX → QY is

another map making this diagram commute. Let

X qX Cyl(X) X
(j0,j1) s

be a cylinder object for X . Then we can form a lifting problem

X qX QY

Cyl(X) Y

(Qf,g)

(j0,j1) pY

f◦pX◦s

and solve it to obtain a left-homotopyH from Qf to g.
We now note that, given our choice of Qf , we can play the same game. Form the

lifting problem
QX RQY

RQX ∗

iY ◦Qf

iX

Solving this yields a map RQf : RQX → RQY such that the diagram

QX QY

RQX RQY

Qf

iX iY

RQf

commutes. A dual argument to that given above shows that RQf is unique up to right-
homotopy with this property.

We can thus define ΠC(f) := [RQf ]. Functoriality follows immediate from the unique-
ness of RQf up to homotopy.

Theorem 3.72 (Quillen). Let (C,Cof,Fib,W) be a model category. The functor

ΠC : C Ho(C)

exhibits Ho(C) as a localization of C at W.

Proof. Proposition 3.68 shows that ΠC sends morphisms in W to isomorphisms. This
immediately tells us that the functor

Π∗
C : Fun(Ho(C),D) Fun(C,D)

has essential image contained in FunW(C,D). To see that this is precisely the essential
image, suppose we are given a functor F : C → D which sends the morphisms in W

to isomorphisms. Since the set of objects of Ho(C) is a subset of the objects of C, we can
define F̃ : Ho(C)→ D on objects by F̃ (X) = F (X).

Now suppose that f, g : X → Y are homotopic morphisms between fibrant-cofibrant
objects of C. Choosing a cylinder object (j0, j1) : X q X → Cyl(X) with projection
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s : Cyl(X) → X , we obtain a left homotopy h : Cyl(X) → Y from f to g, i.e., the
following diagram commutes:

X

X Cyl(X) Y

X

j0

∼

f

s
∼ h

j1
∼

g

Applying F to this diagram shows us that F (f) = F (g). Thus, for any homotopy class
of morphisms [f ] : X → Y between fibrant-cofibrant objects, there is a well-defined
F̃ ([f ]) : F̃ (X)→ F̃ (Y ). We have thus constructed a functor F̃ : Ho(C)→ D.

To see that F̃ ◦ ΠC
∼= F , we note that for each object X ∈ C we have chosen a zig-zag

of weak equivalences
X QX RQX∼

pX
∼
iX

For any morphism f : X → Y in C, we obtain a commutative diagram

X QX RQX

Y QY RQY

f

∼
pX

∼
iX

Qf RQf

∼
pY

∼
iY

If we apply F to this diagram, the elements of W become isomorphisms, and the right-
hand column becomes F̃ ◦ΠC(X)→ F̃ ◦ΠC(Y ). We thus obtain a commutative diagram

F (X) F̃ (ΠC(X))

Y F̃ (ΠC(Y ))

F (f)

F (iX)◦F (pX)−1

∼

F̃ (ΠC(f))

F (iY )◦F (pY )−1

∼

yielding a natural isomorphism F ∼= F̃ ◦ΠC.
We now show that Π∗

C is fully faithful. Suppose that we are given µ, ν : F ⇒ G, where
F,G : Ho(C)→ D, and suppose that µ ◦ ΠC = ν ◦ ΠC. This implies, in particular, that for
any fibrant-cofibrant object X ∈ C

µX = µΠC(X) = νΠC(X) = νX .

So µ = ν, and Π∗
C is faithful.

Now suppose we are given two functors F,G : Ho(C) → D, and a natural trans-
formation µ : F ◦ ΠC ⇒ G ◦ ΠC. For any fibrant-cofibrant object X ∈ C, we define
ηX : F (X) → G(X) to be µX . For any [f ] : X → Y in Ho(C), we then see that the
diagram

F (X) G(X)

F (Y ) G(Y )

µX

F ([f ]) G([f ])

µY
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commutes, so η : F ⇒ G is a natural transformation.
The final check we must perform is to show η ◦ ΠC = µ. For fibrant-cofibrant objects

X ∈ C, we already know that ηΠC(X) = µX . However, for every Y ∈ C, we have a
commutative diagram

F (ΠC(Y )) F (ΠC(QY )) F (ΠC(RQY ))

G(ΠC(Y )) G(ΠC(QY )) G(ΠC(RQY ))

µY

∼=
F (pY )

∼=
F (iY )

µQY µRQY

∼=
G(pY )

∼=
G(iY )

which shows that µY is uniquely determined by µRQY . More generally, a natural trans-
formation F ◦ΠC ⇒ G◦ΠC is uniquely determined by its components at fibrant-cofibrant
objects of C. Thus ΠC ◦ η = µ, and the proof is complete.

8 Quillen adjunctions

Our final consideration in the study of model categories is how to relate two model cat-
egories to each other. Given any two categories with weak equivalences (C,WC) and
(D,WD), any functor

F : C D

such that F (WC) ⊂ WD will induce a functor on localizations C[W−1
C ] → D[W−1

D ].
However, this makes no use of the model-categorical techniques we have developed over
the course of this chapter, and thus will likely be quite complicated to work with.

For the remainder of this section, we will fix two model categories (C,CofC,FibC,WC)

and (D,CofD,FibD,WD). The basic idea is that, to relate model structures, we will need
two functors: a left adjoint which respects cofibrations, and a right adjoint which respects
fibrations. This is not as strange as it seems — cofibrations are stable under various kinds
of colimits, and fibrations under various kinds of limits, so it makes sense to associate left
adjoints with cofibrations, and right adjoints with fibrations.

Lemma 3.73. Let
F : C D : G

be an adjunction. The following are equivalent.

1. The functor F preserves cofibrations and trivial cofibrations.

2. The functor G preserves fibrations and trivial fibrations.

3. The functor G preserves fibrations, and the functor F preserves cofibrations.

4. The functor G preserves trivial fibrations, and the functor F preserves trivial cofibrations.

Proof. By adjointness, we see that, for any i : A→ B in C and p : X → Y in D, there is a
correspondence between lifting problems

A G(X)

B G(Y )

i G(p) ←→
F (A) X

F (B) Y

F (i) p
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Suppose F preserves trivial cofibrations, and let p ∈ FibD. Then for any i ∈ CofC ∩WC,
the right-hand lifting problem has a solution, so the left-hand lifting problem also has a
solution. Thus G(p) ∈ (CofC ∩WC)⊥, and so G(p) ∈ Fib. Thus G preserves fibrations.
Dually, we see that if G preserves fibrations, then F preserves trivial cofibrations.

An completely analogous argument shows that F preserves cofibrations if and only if
G preserves fibrations.

Remark 3.74. As usual, take a moment to convince
yourself that the definition of a Quillen adjunction is
self-dual. More precisely, check that if F : C ↔ D : G
is a Quillen adjunction, then the dual adjunction Gop :

Dop ↔ Cop : F op is a Quillen adjunction between
opposite model categories.

Definition 3.75. We call the adjunction F a G a Quillen adjunction if any of the
equivalent conditions of Lemma 3.73 are satisfied.

Lemma 3.76 (Ken Brown’s lemma). Let F a G be a Quillen adjunction. Then F pre-
serves weak equivalences between cofibration objects. Dually, G preserves weak equivalences
between fibrant objects.

Proof. We show the statement for cofibrant objects. Let f : A→ B be a weak equivalence
between cofibrant objects of C. Form the pushout

∅ A

B AqB

iA

iB

and note that iA and iB are cofibrations.
Consider the map (f, idB) : A qB → B. We can factor this map as a cofibration q and

a trivial fibration p:
AqB B

C

q

(f,idB)

p
∼

Since f , idB , and p are weak equivalences, it follows by 2-out-of-3 that q ◦ iA and q ◦ iB
are weak equivalences, and hence trivial cofibrations.

Applying F , we obtain a diagram

F (B) F (B)

F (C)

F (q◦iB)

idF (B)

F (p)

Since F preserves trivial cofibrations, F (q ◦ iB) is a weak equivalence, and thus, by 2-out-
of-3, so is F (p). We also obtain a diagram

F (A) F (B)

F (C)

F (f)

F (q◦iA)
F (p)

As before, F (q ◦ iA) is a trivial cofibration, and we already know F (p) is a weak equiva-
lence. Thus F (f) is a weak equivalence, as desired.
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Definition 3.77. Let
F : C D : G

be a Quillen adjunction. We denote by Cc the full subcategory of C on the cofibrant ob-
jects. Note that the cofibrant replace Q constructed above defines a functor

Q : C[W−1
C ] Cc[W−1]

We define the left-derived functor of F to be the composite

LF : C[W−1
C ] Cc[W−1

C ] D[W−1
D ]

Q F

Dual Definition 3.77. Let

F : C D : G

be a Quillen adjunction. We denote by Df the full
subcategory of D on the fibrant objects. Note that the
fibrant replacement R constructed above defines a
functor

R : D[W−1
C ] Df [W

−1]

We define the right-derived functor of G to be the
composite

RG : D[W−1
D ] Df [W

−1
D ] C[W−1

C ]
Q F

Proposition 3.78. A Quillen adjunction

F : C D : G

induces an adjunction between derived functors.

LF : C[W−1
C ] D[W−1

D ] : RG

Moreover, if ε : id ⇒ G ◦ F and η : F ◦ G ⇒ id are the unit and counit of the Quillen
adjunction, then the composite

Q(X) G(F (Q(X))) G(R(F (Q(X))))
ϵQ(X) G(iF (Q(X)))

is the unit of the derived adjunction.

Proof. We show adjointness. See [7, Proposition 1.3.13] for the characterization of the
derived unit. Let

φX,Y : HomD(F (X), Y ) ∼= HomC(X,G(Y ))

be the natural isomorphism of our (underived) adjunction.
We begin with two natural isomorphisms, which are a consequence of our characteri-

zation of C[W−1
C ] ∼= Ho(C) from Theorem 3.72. There is an isomorphism natural in X and

Y :
HomD[W−1

D ](F (Q(X)), Y ) ∼= HomD(F (Q(X)), R(Y ))/∼

where the latter denotes the quotient by the relation of left/right homotopy. Similarly,
there is an isomorphism natural in X and Y

HomC[W−1
C ](X,G(R(Y ))) ∼= HomC(Q(X), G(R(Y )))/∼

We want to define a natural isomorphism

HomD[W−1
D ](F (Q(X)), Y ) ∼= HomD(F (Q(X)), R(Y ))/∼ HomC(Q(X), G(R(Y )))/∼ ∼= HomC[W−1

C ](X,G(R(Y )))
ϕQ(X),R(Y )

To do this requires only that we check that φQ(X),R(Y ) and its inverse respect homotopy.
We will show the first of these claims. Let

R(Y ) Path(R(Y )) R(Y )×R(Y )∼
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be a path object for R(Y ). And let H : F (Q(X)) → Path(R(Y )) be a homotopy from
f : F (Q(X))→ R(Y ) to g : F (Q(X))→ R(Y ).

Since G preserves products, fibrations, fibrant objects, and weak equivalences between
fibrant objects, we see that G(Path(R(Y ))) is a path object for G(R(Y )). By the natural-
ity of φ, we then see that

φ(H) : Q(X)→ G(Path(R(Y )))

is a right homotopy between φ(f) and φ(g).

Definition 3.79. We call a Quillen adjunction

F : C D : G

a Quillen equivalence if the left- and right-derived functors are equivalences of localized
categories.

Theorem 3.80 (Quillen). The adjunction

| − | : Set∆ Top : Sing

is a Quillen equivalence between the Kan-Quillen model structure on Set∆ and the classical
model structure on topological spaces.

Proof. See [10], [7], or [5].

.



4
Qasi-categoRies

We now have all the pieces in place to make the key definition of this course. Let us recall
several ideas we have developed to date:

1. An∞-category in which all morphisms are invertible (i.e., and∞-groupoid) is the
same thing as a topological space.

2. A topological space can be modeled as a Kan complex — a simplicial set X such that
X → ∆0 has the right lifting property with respect to all horn inclusions.

3. Every 1-category is an∞-category.

4. Categories can be identified with those simplicial sets X such that every lifting prob-
lem

Λni X

∆n ∆0

with n ≥ 2 and 0 < i < n admits a unique solution.

Motivated by these facts, we make the following definition.

Definition 4.1. An inner horn inclusion is a horn inclusion Λni → ∆n with n ≥ 2 and
0 < i < n.

We call X ∈ Set∆ a quasi-category if the unique morphism X → ∆0 in Set∆ has the
right lifting property with respect to every inner horn inclusion.

Quasi-categories — first introduced by Boardman and Vogt, and developed further by
Joyal, Lurie, and many others — will be our chosen model for∞-categories.

We now aim to develop some technology for quasi-categories, in analogy with our
development of homotopy theory for spaces.

Definition 4.2. We will denote by IA the saturated hull of the inner horn inclusions

{Λni → ∆n}0<i<n.

We call IA the inner anodyne morphisms in Set∆. 1 1

Warning. In the Kan-Quillen model structure on Set∆,
the anodyne morphisms were precisely the trivial cofibra-
tions. However, while we will eventually define another
model structure on Set∆ — the Joyal model structure
— which models ∞-categories, the inner anodyne maps
will not be precisely the trivial cofibrations in this model
structure. Rather, we will have an inclusion IA ⊂ Cof∩W.
Consequently, the inner fibrations are not the fibrations

in the Joyal model structure. However, the quasi-categories
are the fibrant objects.

We call the set IA⊥ the inner fibrations. Note that X is a quasi-category precisely
when X → ∆0 is an inner fibration.
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Exercise 16. Let F : C → D be a functor of 1-categories. Show that N(F ) : N(C) →
N(D) is an inner fibration of∞-categories.

When discussing quasi-categories, we will use some different notation for familiar
objects.

Notation 4.3. Let X and Y be quasi-categories. We denote by Fun(X,Y ) the simplicial
mapping space Map(X,Y ), and we call it the functor quasi-category.

We aim to show that, this is, indeed, a quasi-category.

Definition 4.4. We define the following sets of morphisms in Set∆:

I1 := {Λni → ∆n | 0 < i < n}

I2 :=

∆m × Λ2
1

∐
∂∆m×Λ2

1

∂∆m ×∆2 → ∆m ×∆2 | m ≥ 0


I3 :=

S × Λ2
1

∐
∂K×Λ2

1

K ×∆2 → ∆m ×∆2 | K → S monomorphism


Proposition 4.5. I1 = I2 = I3.

Proof. The proof is analogous to that of Proposition 3.49, though somewhat more techni-
cal, and is left as an exercise to the reader.

Corollary 4.6. Let X ∈ Set∆ be a quasi-category. Then Fun(Y,X) is a quasi-category for
every Y ∈ Set∆.

1 The Bergner & Joyal model structures

Intuitively, an∞-category should be something like a category C with spaces MapC(x, y)
instead of sets. However, the composition, associativity, and unitality of this category
should not be strict, but rather should only hold up to a coherently chosen set of homo-
topies.2 2 We leave aside, for the moment, what precisely we

mean by “coherent”. A quasi-categorical avatar of the
non-uniqueness of composition is the fact that, in a
quasi-category C, each horn Λ2

1 representing a pair of
composable morphisms may have multiple different
fillings to a simplex ∆2, which yields multiple possible
composites.

There is, however, a stricter notion of a category with mapping spaces of some kind in-
stead of hom-sets: an enriched category. We will use a particular kind of enriched category
in our discussion of quasi-categories.

Definition 4.7. A simplicially enriched category C — or simplicial category for short —
consists of

• A set Ob(C), called the objects of C.

• For each x, y ∈ Ob(C), a simplicial set MapC(x, y) ∈ Set∆ called the mapping space
from x to y.

• For each triple x, y, z ∈ Ob(C), a morphism

− ◦ − : MapC(x, y)×MapC(y, z) MapC(x, z)

of simplicial sets called composition.
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• For each x ∈ Ob(C), an element idx ∈MapC(x, x)0, called the identity on x.

These data are then subject to the usual unitality and associativity conditions, i.e. for
x, y, z, wOb(C), the diagram

MapC(x, y)×MapC(y, z)×MapC(z, w) MapC(x, y)×MapC(y, w)

MapC(x, z)×MapC(z, w) MapC(x,w)

id×(−◦−)

(−◦−)×id −◦−

−◦−

and, for any x, y ∈ Ob(C), the diagrams

MapC(x, y)×∆0 MapC(x, y)×MapC(y, y)

MapC(x, y)

id×{idy}

∼=
−◦−

and
∆0 ×MapC(x, y) MapC(x, x)×MapC(x, y)

MapC(x, y)

{idx}×id

∼=
−◦−

commute.

Definition 4.8. Given a simplicially enriched category C, we can define the homotopy cat-
egory hC of C to have Ob(hC) the objects of C, and hom-sets given by path components of
the mapping spaces.

hC(x, y) := π0 (C(x, y)) .

As in the world of 2-categories and bicategories, we might hope that we can ”strictify”
an infinity category C so as to give a strict composition operation which is coherently
homotopy equivalent to the non-strict composition operation. More precisely, we would
like to define a “strictification functor”

C : Set∆ → Cat∆.

Which we will call the rigidification3. In fact, we are going to find that there is a Quillen 3 Following the terminology of [3]. Unfortunately, the
functor C is still fairly commonly referred to as “The
left adjoint to the homotopy coherent nerve” in the
literature. Cumbersome, to say the least.

adjunction
C : Set∆ ↔ Cat∆ : N∆

Fortunately for us, we already have a very good technique for generating left-adjoint
functors out of Set∆ — cosimplicial objects! So we want to describe a cosimplicial object

C : ∆→ Cat∆.

To this end, lets think a little bit about how we interpret a simplicial set as a category,
and what we would want from a strictification. Fairly obviously we want to think of the
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0-simplices as objects, and the 1-simplices as morphisms. In this light, how do we think of
a 2-simplex

σ =

y

x z

fg

h

?

Following our discussion above, we would generically say that σ “displays h as a com-
posite of f with g.” However, this is no good for rigidification. When we rigidify, we want
to define a strict composite of f with g, rather than many possible, equivalent composites.

To make this possible, we simply define the strict composite f ◦g = fg to be the orieted
path of 1-simplices which first traces g and then f . We can then interpret our 2-simplex σ
as displaying a specific 2-isomorphism h ⇒ fg. Our mapping space can thus be seen as
the simplicial set

∆1 =
h fg ∼= Map(x, z)

So how do we interpret a 3-simplex

σ =

2

0 3

1

fv

h

w

u

g ?

Well, let’s think about the mapping space from 0 to 3. Counting the ”strict composites”
we’ve added, we have four morphisms from 0 to 3: w, uh, fv, and fgh. The 2-simplices
give us 2-isomorphisms

α : w ⇒ fv

β : w ⇒ uh

γ : uh⇒ fgh

δ : fv ⇒ fgh

As with our interpretation of the 2-simplex, the 3-simplex itself is then interpreted as
displaying a specific 3-isomorphism

γ ◦ β ⇛ δ ◦ α

Viewed as a simplicial set, this is then

w

fv

uh

fgh

= Map(0, 3)
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Notice that, to express the isomorphism between δ ◦ α and γ ◦ β, we had to define a
new 2-morphism w ⇒ fgh. So we really interpret the 3-simplex as this 2-isomorphism
µ : w ⇒ fgh together with two 2-isomorphisms µ⇛ δ ◦ α and µ⇛ γ ◦ β.

We then notice that we can do this more cleverly. Instead of giving the 1-simplices
names, we can identify each string of 1-simplices in ∆n with the set of vertices it passes
through.4 Relabelling our mapping space, we get 4 Note that this doesn’t work in a generic simplicial set,

but does work in the nerve of a poset.

03

023

013

0123

= Map(0, 3)

But this is just the nerve of the poset P0,3 whose objects are subsets of [3] containing both
1 and 3. With this in mind, we can make a preliminary definition our cosimplicial object
C. It’s worth commenting here on why we don’t simply use

the cosimplicial object [n] 7→ [n], where [n] is viewed
as a simplicial category with discrete mapping spaces.
The reason is that this collapses precisely the coherence
data that we described above, and in more complicated
infinity categories, will destroy much of the coherent
data encoded in quasi-categories. There is, however, a
morphism

C[∆n] → [n]

which is an isomorphism on objects, and induces a weak
homotopy equivalence on mapping spaces. We will later
see that these functors are weak equivalences in the
relevant model structure on Cat∆.

Definition 4.9 (Rigidification). We define a cosimplicial object called the rigidification
to be the functor

C : ∆→ Cat∆

defined as follows.
It sends objects [n] to the simplicially enriched category C[∆n] defined as follows.

• Ob(C[∆n]) = {0, . . . , n}.

• For i, j ∈ {0, . . . , n}
C[∆n](i, j) = N(Pi,j),

where Pi,j is the poset of subsets of {i, . . . , j} containing i and j.

• To define composition, we need a morphism of simplicial sets

N(Pi,j)×N(Pj,k)→ N(Pi,k).

We have a multiplication Pi,j × Pj,k → Pi,k given by (I, J) 7→ I ∪ J . This induces the
composition map on nerves.

The poset Pi,j can be equivalently described as the
power set of the set Li,j := {k ∈ [n] | i < k < j}, and
is thus, geometrically, a cube.

A morphism f : [m] → [n] induces a functor C[∆m] → C[∆n] on objects by i 7→ f(i),
and on hom-simplicial-sets N(Pi,j) as follows. On the underlying posets, we send

Pi,j 3 {i, k1, . . . , kr−1, j} 7→ {f(i), f(k1), . . . , f(kr−1), f(j)} ∈ Pf(i),f(j).

This extends to a functor of poset categories, hence a morphism of nerves.
Taking the Yoneda extension of the rigidification, we find a functor C : Set∆ → Cat∆,

also called the rigidification.

By the usual theory of cosimplicial objects (explained in Section ⁇) we have the fol-
lowing results.
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Lemma 4.10. The rigidification C preserves colimits.

Definition 4.11 (homotopy-coherent nerve). Let C be a simplicial category. The homotopy-
coherent nerve of C, denoted N∆, is the functor

N∆(C) = Cat∆(C(−),C) : ∆op→ Set∆.

We thus have an adjunction The right adjoint of our adjunction fits into a commuta-
tive triangle of right Quillen functors

Cat∆

Cat Set∆

N∆

N

disc

where disc includes categories into Cat∆ as simplicial
categories with discrete mapping spaces.

C : Set∆ ↔ Cat∆ : N∆.

While it would go far beyond the scope of this document to prove them, we will state
and use the following theorems.

Theorem 4.12 (Bergner). There is a model structure on the category Cat∆ with

(WE) weak equivalences given by those functors F : C → D such that hf : hC → hD is
essentation surjective and which induce weak homotopy equivalences of simplicial sets

Fx,y : C(x, y)→ D(x, y)

for every x, y ∈ C.5 5 This can be viewed as an ∞-categorical version of a
very familiar theorem: A functor between 1-categories is
an equivalence of categories if and only if it is essentially
surjective and fully faithful (induces bijections on
mapping spaces). Our version says that a functor
F : C → D of simplicial categories is an equivalence
if and only if it is essentially surjective and homotopy
fully faithful, i.e. induces homotopy equivalences on all
mapping spaces.

(F) Fibrations given by those functors F : C→ D such that hF : hC→ hD is an isofibration
and which induce Kan fibrations

Fx,y : C(x, y)→ D(x, y)

for every x, y ∈ C.

In particular, the fibrant objects are precisely those C ∈ Cat∆ such that each MapC(x, y) is a
Kan complex for every x, y ∈ Ob(C).

Using simplicially-enriched categories, we can also now define the weak equivalences
of quasi-categories, and thus the model structure on quasi-categories.

Theorem 4.13 (Joyal). There is model structure on the category Set∆ with

(C) The cofibrations are the monomorphisms

(WE) A functor f : X → Y is a weak equivalence if and only if the induced functor

C[f ] : C[X]→ C[Y ]

is an equivalence in the Bergner model structure.

(FO) The fibrant objects are precisely the quasi-categories.

Remark 4.14 (Key observation). It is very important to notice that, while the Joyal and
Kan-Quillen model structures are not the same, they have the same cofibrations. As a
result, the have the same trivial fibrations: those X → Y which have the RLP against
every simplex boundary inclusion.
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Theorem 4.15 (Joyal). The adjoint functors

C : Set∆ ↔ Cat∆ : N∆

define a Quillen equivalence between the Joyal model structure and the Bergner model struc-
ture.

We will later see some exemplar computations to show that N∆ preserves, e.g, fibrant
objects.

2 Computing rigidifications

Let’s go back and formalize some of our intuition about mapping spaces in C[X]. The
k-simplices in C[∆n](i, j) have the form

σ := S0 ⊂ S1 ⊂ · · · ⊂ Sk

where each Sℓ ⊂ [n] such that i, j ∈ Sℓ and, for all s ∈ Sℓ, i ≤ s ≤ j. We will reformulate
the data involved in σ to obtain a new interpretation of the mapping spaces. We first
write

S0 = {i = a1 ≤ a2 ≤ · · · ≤ ar = j}

and then define
Sℓk := {s ∈ Sk | aℓ ≤ aℓ+1}.

We can think of Sℓk as an n-simplex in ∆n with initial vertex aℓ and final vertex aℓ+1. We
can thus completely encode the information of S0 and Sk in the string of simplices

S1
k, S

2
k, · · · , Sr−1

k

in ∆n. Note that

• the final vertex of Sℓk is the intitial vertex of Sℓ+1
k

• the initial vertex of S1
k is i, and

• the final vertex of Sr−1
k is j.

We can visualize this information as a necklace of n-simplices:

i j

Definition 4.16. The necklace of shape k1, . . . , kr is the simplicial set

N = ∆k1
∐
∆0

∆k2
∐
∆0

· · ·
∐
∆0

∆kr =: ∆k1 ∨∆k2 ∨ · · · ∨∆kr

The images in N of the vertices 0, kℓ ∈ ∆kℓ are called the joints of N and the set of joints
of N is denoted by JN. The set of vertices of N is denoted by VN.

The category Nec of necklaces is the subcategory of Set∆ whose objects are necklaces,
and whose morphisms are maps of simplicial sets f : N → M preserving the minimal and
maximal joints.
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We have thus shown

Lemma 4.17. A k-simplex in C[∆n](i, j) is equivalently the following data:

• A necklace N.

• A collection of subsets
JN = S0 ⊂ S1 ⊂ · · · ⊂ Sk = VN

• A map f : Nk⃗ → ∆n sending the lowest joint to i and the highest joint to j.

the simplex is degenerate if and only if there exists 0 ≤ ` ≤ k such that Sℓ = Sℓ+1.

This may seem like we have unnecessarily complicated the definition of the rigidifica-
tion. However this reformulation will allow us to give a generic description of mapping
spaces in the rigidification of a simplicial sets.

Given a simplicial setK and vertices x, y ∈ K , we define (Nec/K)x,y as the full sub-
category of Nec/K on those maps N → K which send the initial joint to x and the final
joint to y. By the functoriality of the rigidification, given a map N → K in (Nec/K)x,y ,
we get a map

C[N](x, y)→ C[K](x, y)

where we abuse notation by denoting by x the lowest joint of N and by y the highest joint
of N. These piece together to form a cone, so that we have a canonical map

colim
(Nec/K)x,y

C[N](x, y)→ C[K](x, y)

We can define a simplicial category EK whose objects are the vertices ofK , and with

EK(x, y) := colim
(Nec/K)x,y

C[N](x, y).

The composition operation is given by ”gluing necklaces”, i.e. given f : N → K in
(Nec/K)a,b and g : M→ K in (Nec/K)b,c we can construct a new map

f ∨ g : N ∨M := N
∐
∆{b}

M→ K

in (Nec/K)a,c. It is a matter of unwinding the definitions to show that the canonical maps
above piece together into a canonical functor

EK → C[K].

Note 4.18. The constructionK 7→ EK extends to a functor

E(−) : Set∆ → Cat∆.

The simplicial functors EK → C[K] assemble to a natural transformation µ : E(−) ⇒ [C].
Each of the functors µK is bijective on objects.

Before characterizing mapping spaces in general, we need some more facts about
necklaces.
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Definition 4.19. We define a functor

C(−) : Nec→ Cat∆

Which sends N to the simplicially enriched category CN with CN(x, y) = N(Px,y) where
Px,y is the poset whose objects are totally ordered subsets of VN starting at x and ending
at y, and containing JN.

Lemma 4.20. Let N be a necklace. Then there is an isomorphism

C[N] ∼= CN

of simplicial categories.

Proof. This is definitional if N is a simplex. We now show that, for two necklaces N and
M, we have

CN∨M
∼= CN

∐
C∆0

CM.

The functor in question is clearly bijective on objects (i.e., that C(−) preserves pushouts).
On mapping spaces, This follows by careful examination of the universal property of
pushout.

It then follows that, for any necklace

N = ∆k1 ∨ · · · ∨∆kr .

we have

C[N] ∼= C∆k1
∐

C[∆0]

· · ·
∐

C[∆0]

C∆kr

∼= C∆k1

∐
C∆0

· · ·
∐
C∆0

C∆kr

∼= CN,

proving the lemma.

Corollary 4.21. SupposeK is a necklace. Then the functor

µK : EK → C[K]

is an isomorphism of simplicial categories.

Proof. Since µK is bijective on objects, it will suffice to check that it is bijective on map-
ping spaces. Given x, y ∈ K , letKx,y be the full simplicial subset on those vertices s ∈ K
with x ≤ s ≤ y. ThenKx,y is also necklace, and the inclusionKx,y → K is a terminal
object in (Nec/K)x,y , so that EK(x, y) = C[Kx,y](x, y) and

µK : C[Kx,y](x, y)→ C[K](x, y)

is the inclusion. However, it follows immediately from 4.20 that this is an isomorphism of
simplicial sets.
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Now, given a simplicial setK , the colimit cone exhibitingK as the colimit over its
category of simplices ∆/K gives rise to a canonical functor

colim
∆/K

E(∆n) → EK .

Lemma 4.22. LetK be a simplicial set, and x, y ∈ K . Then the map

φ :

(
colim
∆/K

E(∆k)

)
(x, y)→ EK(x, y)

is surjective.

Proof. Given an n-simplex σ : ∆n → EK(x, y), there is by definition a necklace N, a map
f : N → K , and an n-simplex γ : ∆n → C[N](x, y) ∼= EN(x, y) representing σ in the
colimit.

We thus have a commutative diagram of simplicial sets(
colim∆/N

E∆k

)
(x, y) EN(x, y) γ

(
colim∆/K

E(∆k)

)
(x, y) EK(x, y) σ

∼=

f f

ϕ

where the top map is an isomorphism by 4.21. We thus see that, by commutativity, there
exists an n-simplex in (

colim
∆/K

E(∆n)

)
which is sent to σ under φ.

Proposition 4.23 (Dugger-Spivak). For any simplicial setK , the canonical functor

EK → C[K]

is an isomorphism of simplicial categories.

Proof. The functor in question is clearly bijective on objects, so it will suffices to show
that it is an isomorphism on mapping spaces. For x, y ∈ K , we obtain a commutative
diagram (

colim∆/K
E(∆l)

)
(x, y) EK(x, y)

(
colim∆/K

C[∆k]
)
(x, y) C[K](x, y)

ϕ

∼= µK

where the left-hand map is an isomorphism by 4.21. This thus implies that φ is injective.
However, by 4.22, φ is also surjective, and thus an isomorphism, and thus

µK : EK(x, y)→ C[K](x, y)

is an isomorphism.

Note 4.24. This proposition thus allows us to represent simplices of the mapping spaces
C[K](x, y) explicitly in terms of
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• an element f : N→ K of (Nec/K)x,y

• an n-simplex in C[N](x, y)

modulo equivalence relations. In the particular case whereK is a simplicial subset of the
nerve of a poset, this simplifies substantially.

Corollary 4.25 (Dugger-Spivak). Let X = N(Q) be the nerve of a poset Q. For x, y ∈ Q
define a poset Px,y whose objects are totally ordered chains

x ≤ z1 ≤ z2 ≤ . . . ≤ zk ≤ y

ordered by inclusion. Then
C[X](x, y) ∼= N(Px,y)

Proof. This follows from unravelling the relevant colimit.

Note 4.26. For a simplicial subset Y ⊂ N(Q) of the nerve of a poset, the mapping space
C[Y ](x, y) ⊂ C[N(Q)](x, y) consists of precisely those simplices such that the corre-
sponding necklace in N(Q) factors through Y .

Using this characterization, we can prove that certain morphisms of simplicial sets
induce Bergner equivalences, and thus are themselves equivalences of simplicial sets.

Definition 4.27. Let ∆n be an n-simplex. The simplicial subset

Zn := ∆{0,1}
∐
∆{1}

∆{1,2}
∐
∆{2}

· · ·
∐

∆{n−1}

∆{n−1,n} ⊂ ∆n

is referred to as the spine of ∆n.

Lemma 4.28. The inclusion in : Zn → ∆n is a Joyal equivalence of simplicial sets.

Proof. It suffices to show that C[in] : C[Zn] → C[∆n] is a Bergner equivalence. It is
clearly essentially surjective (indeed, surjective on vertices).

However, we know that C[∆n](i, j) is contractible if i ≤ j and empty otherwise. It is
immediate from the above theorem that C[Zn](i, j) is a 1-point space if i ≤ j and empty
otherwise. Thus C[in] induces homotopy equivalences on mapping spaces.

We can also use this characterization to prove that N∆ preserves fibrant objects (which
is also an implication of the Quillen equivalence above).

Proposition 4.29. Let C be a simplicial category such that for all x, y in C, C(x, y) is a Kan
complex. Then N∆(C) is an∞-category.

Proof. We need to show that we can solve the following lifting problem.

Λni N∆(C)

∆n
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Passing to adjuncts, we find the following lifting problem.

C[Λni ] C

C[∆n]

We can view the simplicial category C[Λni ] as a subcategory of C[∆n], where the only
data missing is the mapping space

C[∆n](0, n).

Therefore, a solution to the above lifting problem need only fill in this information. This
means we need only solve the corresponding lifting problem.

C[Λni ](0, n) C(0, n)

C[∆n](0, n)

A k-simplex of C[Λni ](0, n) is a chain

S0 ⊂ S1 ⊂ . . . ⊂ Sk

of subsets of [n] containing 0 and n, such that, for each consecutive s, t ∈ S0, the subset
Ss,tk := {q ∈ Sk | s ≤ q ≤ t} defines a simplex in Λni . More precise, there exists
0 ≤ j ≤ n with j 6= i such that Ss,tk ⊂ ∆{0,1,...,ĵ,...,n}.

Let C[Λni ](0, n)i and C[∆n](0, n)i be the full sub-simplicial sets (in the latter case,
subposet) on those objects which contain i. We can define a map of posets

C[∆n](0, n)→ C[∆n](0, n)i

sending S 7→ S ∪ {i}. This is clearly homotopic to the identity, and one can check that
both the map and the homotopy descend to

C[Λni ](0, n)→ C[Λni ](0, n)
i

We thus have a commutative diagram

C[Λni ](0, n) C[Λni ](0, n)
i

C[∆n](0, n) C[∆n](0, n)i

≃

≃

However, by definition, C[∆n](0, n)i is the image of the composition map

C[∆n](0, i)× C[∆n](i, n)→ C[∆n](0, n).

We thus can extend the commutative diagram above to

C[Λni ](0, n) C[Λni ](0, n)
i C[Λni ](0, i)× C[Λni ](i, n)

C[∆n](0, n) C[∆n](0, n)i C[∆n](0, i)× C[∆n](i, n)

≃

∼=

∼=

≃
∼=

By 2-out-of-3, C[Λni ](0, n)→ C[∆n](0, n) is a weak homotopy equivalence.
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Notice that we have not only proved the given proposition, we have also shown

Lemma 4.30. Every inner anodyne morphism is a trivial cofibration in the Joyal model
structure.

Proof. We know that the inner anodyne morphisms are monomorphisms, and the above
proof shows that, for any 0 < i < n, the morphism

C[Λni ]→ C[∆n]

is a weak equivalence in the Bergner model structure.

Example 4.31. Let Kan ⊂ Set∆ be the full subcategory on Kan complexes. We may
consider Kan to be simplicially enriched by taking Kan(K,S) = Map(K,S). We have
seen that each mapping space is a Kan complex. Thus, the simplicial nerve N∆(Kan) is an
∞-category.

Definition 4.32 (∞-category of spaces). The∞-category of spaces is the category

S = N∆(Kan).

3 Opposites, joins, and overcategories

Perhaps the most basic construction in category theory is the opposite category. Since we
do not want to perform two versions of every construction we give for quasi-categories,
we therefore need to give a good higher-categorical notion of an ‘opposite quasi-category’.

Definition 4.33. Notice that we have a (unique) isomorphism of categories/posets [n] ∼=
[n]op. Define a functor

op : ∆ ∆

which sends each object [n] to the same object [n], and sends a morphism f : [n]→ [m] to
the composite morphism

[n] ∼= [n]op [m]op ∼= [m]
f op

It is not hard to see that this defines an isomorphism of categories from ∆ to itself.

Let’s unwind what this means, practically, on coface and codegeneracy maps. First note
that the isomorphism [n] ∼= [n]op sends 0 7→ n, 1 7→ n− 1, or, more generally,

i n− i

If we start with the coface map δi : [n − 1] → [n] which skips i, we notice that the
corresponding map op(δi) : [n − 1] → [n] is a composite of injective maps of posets,
and thus injective. As a result, it must be a coface map itself. Moreover, the only element
not in the image is n − i, so we see that op(δni ) = δnn−i. Similarly, we conclude that
op(σni ) = σnn−i. The basic idea here is that we “reverse the order” of the elements of ∆.
We will often schematically write [n] 7→ [n]op to describe this functor.
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Definition 4.34. We obtain a cosimplicial object in Set∆ as the composite functor

(∆(−))op : ∆ ∆ Set∆
op ∆(−)

Notice that (∆n)op ∼= ∆n, and that the only difference is the action on morphisms.
Given a simplicial set X , we define a new simplicial set Xop by defining

(Xop)n := HomSet∆((∆
n)op, X).

Notice that the only thing that changes are the simplicial maps (e.g. face and degeneracy
maps), we still have (Xop)n ∼= Xn.

So how do we think about this construction? Let’s consider a 2-simplex σ of X , which
we picture, together with its faces, as

a

b

c

g f

h

σ

By construction, we get a corresponding simplex σop in Xop. But now, we have that
d0(σ

op) = d2(σ) = gop, and d2(σop) = d0(σ) = f op. Similarly, d0(f op) = d1(f) = b, and
d1(f

op) = d0(f) = c. We can thus draw the 2-simplex σop in Xop as

a

b

c

g f

h

σ

i.e., we are simply reversing the directions of all of the arrows.
Exercise 17. Show that, for a 1-category C ∈ Cat, there is an isomorphism N(Cop) ∼=
N(C)op of simplicial sets.

We now want to study slice quasi-categories, as a prelude to defining limits and col-
imits in quasi-categories. We will begin by defining an ‘adjoint’ construction, which will
allow us to easily construct the necessary simplicial sets. Throughout this section, we will
explore the parallels to 1-categories in the sidenotes.

Definition 4.35. The extended simplex category ∆+ is the full subcategory of Cat on
the object [n] for n ≥ 0, together with the object [−1] := ∅.

The ordinal sum is the functor

⊕ : ∆+ ×∆+ ∆+

which sends ([i], [j]) to the linearly ordered set [i] ⊕ [j] := [i + j + 1] which we view as
the set

{0, 1, . . . , i− 1, i, 0′, 1′, . . . , (j − 1)′, j′}.
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Definition 4.36. Let X and Y be simplicial sets, we define the join of X and Y to be the
simplicial set X ? Y defined by

(X ? Y )n =
∐

[i]⊕[j]=n

Xi × Yj

where we define X−1 := ∗ is the singleton.
The main motivation for our definition of slice quasi-
categories is the following description. Suppose that C is
a 1-category, and c ∈ C is an object. We define the slice
C/c, and let D be another category. Given a functor

F : D C/c

we can construct a functor

F̃ : D ⋆ [0] C

which sends the unique element of [0] to c. We define F̃
on D as the composite

D C/c C

For each (unique) morphism d→ [0] in D⋆ [0], we define
F̃ to be the morphism F (d) in C.
It is not hard to check that, given a functor G :

D ⋆ [0] → C which sends 0 to c, we can define a
corresponding functor G : D → C/c, and that these two
constructions define a bijection

Fun(D,C/c) ∼= Func(D ⋆ [0],C)

where Func(D ⋆ [0]) denotes the subcategory on
those functors which send 0 7→ c, and those natural
transformations whose component at 0 is idc.

Exercise 18. Show that there are canonical inclusions X ↪→ X ? Y and Y ↪→ X ? Y . Show
that the assignment

(−) ? K : Set∆ (Set∆)K/

X (K ↪→ X ?K)

extends to a functor. Show that this functor preserves colimits. Do the same forK ? (−).

Definition 4.37. Let C and D be ordinary categories. The join of C and D, denoted C ?D,
is the category with objects

Ob(C ? D) = Ob(C)q Ob(D)

and morphisms

(C ? D)(x, y) =


C(x, y), x, y ∈ C

D(x, y), x, y ∈ D

{∗}, x ∈ C, y ∈ D

∅, x ∈ D, y ∈ C

.

Exercise 19. Show that, for 1-categories C and D, there is an isomorphism of simplicial
sets

N(C ? D) ∼= N(C) ? N(D).

As a corollary, show that ∆n ?∆k ∼= ∆n+k+1.

Proposition 4.38. Suppose that C and D are quasi-categories. Then C ? D is a quasi-
category.

Proof. Given a morphism f : Λni → C ?D where Λni is an inner horn, we consider three
cases:

1. If the image of Λni is contained in C ⊂ C ? D, then we can extend f to a morphism
∆n → C ⊂ C ?D.

2. If the image of Λni is contained in D ⊂ C ? D, then we can extend f to a morphism
∆n → D→ CD

3. If neither of the previous cases holds, let j be the last vertex of Λni which is sent into
X . Then f determines morphisms

∆{0,...,j} → C

and
∆{j+1,...,n} → D

which, together, define an n-simplex in C ?D, which extends f .
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Using the join construction, we can now define a general version of over- and under-
quasicategories.

Definition 4.39. Let f : K → X be a morphism of simplicial sets. We define a simplicial
set X/f by the universal property

HomSet∆(S,X/f ) ∼= Homf
Set∆(S ? K,X)

where Homf
Set∆(S ? K,X) denotes the subset consisting of maps S ? K → X which

restrict to f onK ⊂ S ? K .

Dual Definition 4.39. Let f : K → X be a morphism
of simplicial sets. We define a simplicial setXf/ by the
universal property

HomSet∆ (S,Xf/) ∼= Homf
Set∆ (K ⋆ S,X)

where Homf
Set∆ (K ⋆S,X) denotes the subset consisting

of mapsK ⋆ S → X which restrict to f onK ⊂ K ⋆ S.

Notice that there is a natural map of simplicial sets

X/f X

which sends σ : ∆n ? K → X to σ|∆n .
Exercise 20. Let C be a category, and x ∈ C an object. Show that there is an isomorphism
of simplicial sets N(C/x) ∼= N(C)/x.

4 Left & right fibrations

Our aim is to prove the following statements:

Theorem 4.40. Let C be a quasi-category, and f : K → X a map of simplicial sets. Then

1. C/f is an∞-category.

2. C/f → C is a Joyal equivalence if and only if it is a trivial Kan fibration.

We will do this by exploring two new notions of fibrations of simplicial sets.

Definition 4.41. We denote by RA the set of right anodyne morphisms, which are defined
to be

RA := {Λni → ∆n | 0 < i ≤ n}.

Dually, we define the set of left anodyne morphisms to be

LA := {Λni → ∆n | 0 ≤ i ≤ n}.

We call a morphism p : X → Y of simplicial sets a right fibration if it has the right lifting
property with respect to all right anodyne morphisms. Dually, we call p a left fibration if it
has the right lifting property with respect to all left anodyne morphisms.

The fibre of a fibration

f : X → Y

of simplicial sets over a vertex y ∈ Y is the pullback

Xy X

∆0 Y

f

{y}

While it is immediate from the definitions that the fibres
of a left or right fibration are quasi-categories, we will
actually show more, namely that the fibres are Kan
complexes. For this reason, one sometimes sees left/right
fibrations referred to as fibrations in ∞-groupoids.

Remark 4.42. One can immediately notice that any Kan fibration is both a left and a right
fibration. Similarly, any left or right fibration is an inner fibration.

We will prove our first claim with a familiar style of result:

Lemma 4.43. Let f : A ↪→ B and g : C ↪→ D be monomorphisms of simplicial sets. Then
the induced morphism

A ? D
∐
A⋆C

B ? C → B ? D

is a monomorphism. If f is right anodyne or if g is left anodyne, then this morphism is inner
anodyne.
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Proof. We will show that if f is right anodyne, the pushout-product is inner anodyne. The
other case is dual.

By the usual saturation arguments, it suffices to show that the lemma holds when
f : Λni → ∆n is a right anodyne horn inclusion, and g : ∂∆m → ∆m is a simplex
boundary inclusion. We note that in this case, we can identify ∆m ?∆n ∼= ∆n+m+1.

We now identify which n +m-dimensional faces of this simplex lie in Λni ? ∆
m, and

which lie in ∆n ? ∂∆m. Since the pushout-product, by definition, cannot contain the
unique non-degenerate n +m + 1 simplex, this will completely determine the pushout-
product. Note that the non-degerate n + m-simplices uniquely correspond to either (1)
pairs consisting of an n − 1-simplex in the first factor and anm-simplex in the second, or
(2) pairs consisting of an n-simplex in the first factor, and anm− 1-simplex in the second.

• In Λni ?∆
m, we have precisely those pairs of non-degenerate simplices (σ, γ) where σ

is (n− 1) dimensional, γ is the uniquem-dimensional simplex, and σ is not the iᵗʰ face
of Λni . This corresponds to the faces

d0(∆
m+n+1), d1(∆

n+m+1), . . . , ̂di(∆n+m+1), . . . , dn(∆
n+m+1)

where the hat denotes omission.

• In ∆n ? ∂∆m, we have every pair (σ, γ) of non-degenerate simplices such that γ is
(n− 1)-dimensional.

We thus see that the pushout-product morphism can be identified with the inclusion

Λn+m+1
k → ∆n+m+1

Since 0 < k ≤ n, this is inner anodyne, and the lemma is proved.

Remark 4.44. Unlike in the case of the pushout-product using ”×”, the pushout-product
using the join is clearly not commutative even up to isomorphism. This accounts for the
pair of hypotheses in the lemma above.

A virtually identical argument shows:

Lemma 4.45. Let f : A ↪→ B and g : C ↪→ D be monomorphisms of simplicial sets. If f is
left anodyne, the morphism

A ? D
∐
A⋆C

B ? C → B ? D

is left anodyne. If g is right anodyne, the induced morphism is right anodyne.

Corollary 4.46. Consider maps of simplicial sets

A B X Yi p q

Denote by r = q ◦ p, and denote by p0 and r0 the composites p ◦ i and r ◦ i, respectively. If q
is an inner fibration, then the induced map

Xp/ → Xp0/ ×Yr0/
Yr/
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is a left fibration. If q is a left fibration, then the map

Xp/ → Xp0/ ×Yr0/
Yr/

is a trivial Kan fibration as well.

One immediate corollary is the following

Corollary 4.47. Let C be a quasi-category, and f : K → C a map of simplicial sets. Then
Cf/ → C is a left fibration. In particular, Cf/ is a quasi-category.

Proof. We apply the previous corollary to the case where A = ∅, X = C, Y = ∆0, and
B = K .

5 Equivalences and left fibrations

We now turn to discussing equivalences in quasi-categories.

Definition 4.48. Let C be a quasi-category. A morphism6 f : x → y in C is called 6 i.e. a 1-simplex.

an equivalence if the corresponding morphism [f ] in the homotopy category hC[C] is an
isomorphism.

As it turns out, there are quite a number of ways of characterizing these equivalences.

Definition 4.49. Given a quasi-category C, define an equivalence relation define an
equivalence relation on the 1-simplices of C by saying that, for f, g ∈ C1, f ∼ g if
and only if there is a 2-simplex σ ∈ C2 such that d2(σ) = f , d1(σ) = g, and d0(σ) is
degenerate.

Denote by qCat ⊂ Set∆ the full subcategory on the quasi-categories. To each C ∈ qCat
associate the category γ(C) whose objects are the 0-simplices of C, and whose morphisms
are equivalence classes of 1-simplices of C under the relation defined above.

Exercise 21. Show that this construction yields a well-defined functor γ : qCat → Cat.
Show that γ is left adjoint to the nerve functor N : Cat → qCat. In particular, note
that for X ∈ qCat there is a natural isomorphism γ(X) ∼= τ1(X), where τ1 denotes the
fundamental category functor left adjoint to the nerve N : Cat→ Set∆.

Lemma 4.50. A morphism f : x → y in a quasi-category C is an equivalence if and only if
the induced morphism [f ] is an equivalence in γ(X).

Proof. There is a commutative diagram

Cat∆

Cat Set∆

NHCι

N

The left adjoints to ι, NHC , and N are, respectively, the homotopy category functor h :

Cat∆ → Cat, the rigidification C : Set∆ → Cat∆, and the fundamental category functor
τ1 : Set∆ → Cat. Consequently, we obtain a natural isomorphism τ1 ∼= h ◦ C. Applied to a
quasi-category C this, together with the exercise above, proves the lemma.



an intRoduction to asi-categoRies 99

A key characterization links equivalences in a quasi-category to left fibrations.

Lemma 4.51. Suppose p : C → D is a left fibration of quasi-categories and f : x → y in C

is a morphism such that p(f) is an equivalence in D. Then f is an equivalence.

Proof. We will show that if p(f) has a left inverse in hD, then f has a left inverse in hC.
Applying this fact twice then yields the statement.

If p(f) has a left inverse g, then we can form the lifting problem

y

x x

f

idx

7→
p(y)

p(x) p(x)

gp(f)

idp(x)

since this is a left horn inclusion, we can provide a lift, which encodes a left inverse to f in
hC.

Lemma 4.52. Suppose p : C → D is a right fibration, and let x ∈ C. If f : p(x) → y is an
equivalence in D, then there is an equivalence f̃ : x→ ỹ such that p(f̃) = f .

Proof. Let g : y → p(x) be a homotopy inverse to f . Since p is a right fibration, there is
a morphism g̃ : ỹ → x such that p(g̃) = g. By Lemma 4.51, g̃ is an equivalence. We then
form the lifting problem

ỹ

x x

g̃

idx

7→
y

p(x) p(x)

g

idp(x)

f

Since this is a right horn, we can fill it, yielding f̃ : x→ ỹ, which is left inverse to g̃.
Since g̃ is an equivalence, f̃ must be as well, completing the proof.

Proposition 4.53. Suppose that C is a quasi-category, and that f : x→ y is a morphism in
C. Then f is an equivalence if and only if every lifting problem of the form

∆{0,1}

Λn0 C

∆n

{f}

g

admits a solution.

Proof. Suppose that f is an equivalence and consider the lifting problem in the proposi-
tion. Notice that the inclusion Λn0 → ∆n can be rewritten as

∆1 ? ∂∆n−2
∐

{0}⋆∂∆n−2

{0} ?∆n−2 → ∆1 ?∆n−2
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We can therefore pass to the adjoint lifting problem

{0} C/g|∆n−2

∆1 C/g|∂∆n−2

C

p

{f}

{f̃}

k

by (the dual of) Corollary 4.46, p and k are right fibrations. By Lemma 4.51, the morphism
f̃ is an equivalence in C/g|∂∆n−2

. Applying Lemma 4.52, we see that this lifting problem
has a solution.

Since the inclusion {0} → ∆1 is a right horn, this lifting problem has a solution, so the
original problem does as well.

On the other hand, suppose that each such lifting problem has a solution. We can form
the lifting problem

y

x x
s0(x)

f

in C and see that this has a solution, yielding a morphism h : y → x which is left in-
verse to f in τ1(C). A similar argument shows that h itself has a left inverse in τ1(C), and
thus is an isomorphism in τ1(C). Thus, f is also an isomorphism in τ1(C), and so is an
equivalence.

Corollary 4.54. A quasi-category C is a Kan complex if and only if every morphism of C is
an equivalence.

Proof. By definition, p : C→ ∆0 has the right lifting property with respect to every inner
horn inclusion. Proposition 4.53 shows that p has the right lifting property with respect
to left horn inclusions, and the dual of Proposition 4.53 shows the lifting property with
respect to right horn inclusions.

The import of this proposition is that our definitions satisfy the homotopy hypothesis:
if we define∞-groupoids as quasi-categories in which every 1-morphism is invertible,
then we see that these are the same thing as Kan complexes!

We conclude this section with the final result we need for our discussion of limits and
colimits.

Lemma 4.55. The following three sets of morphisms generate the same saturated class in
simplicial sets

1. The left horn inclusions
{Λni → ∆n | 0 ≤ i < n}

2. The pushout-products∆m × {0}
∐

∂∆m×{0}

∂∆m ×∆1 → ∆m ×∆1 | m ≥ 0


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3. The pushout-products K × {0} ∐
S×{0}

S ×∆1 | S ↪→ K mono


Proposition 4.56. Suppose that p : X → Y is a left fibration and each fibre of p is a
contractible Kan complex. Then p is a trivial Kan fibration.

Proof. We show that p has the right lifting property against the morphisms ∂∆n → ∆n.
Since every fibre of p is non-empty, we immediately have the LLP against ∅ = ∂∆0 →
∆0.

Suppose n > 0, and consider a lifting problem

∂∆n X

∆n Y

f

g

By considering the induced diagram

∂∆n X ×Y ∆n

∆n ∆n

f

id

we can assume without loss of generality that Y = ∆n and g = id∆n . We thus need to
solve the lifting problem

∂∆n X

∆n ∆n

f

p

id

To do this, we define a map

γ : ∆n ×∆1 ∆n

(i, j)

i j = 0

j j = 1

Note that γ|∆n×{0} = id∆n . We can thus form a lifting problem

∂∆n × {0} X

∂∆n ×∆1 ∆n

f

p

γ|∂∆n×∆1

By Lemma 4.55, the morphism ∂∆n × {0} → ∂∆n × {1} is left anodyne, and thus, we
obtain a lift φ : ∂∆n ×∆1 → X .
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By definition, the restriction γ|∆n×{1} is constant on n ∈ ∆n, so we get a lifting
problem in the fibre Xn:

∂∆n Xn

∆n ∆0

ϕ|∂∆n×{1}

pn

γ|n∆×∆1

Since Xn is a contractible Kan complex, pn is a trivial Kan fibration, and thus the lifting
problem has a solution

τ : ∆n Xn

We can then define a map

φ : ∂∆n ×∆1
∐
∂∆n×{1} ∆

n × {1} X

using φ and τ . This yields a lifting problem

∂∆n ×∆1
∐
∂∆n×{1} ∆

n × {1} X

∆n ×∆1 ∆n

ϕ

p

γ

To solve this lifting problem, consider the maximal simplices in ∆n ×∆1:

σj : ∆
n+1 ∆n ×∆1

i

(0, i) i ≤ j
(1, i−) i > j

for 0 ≤ j ≤ n. We define simplicial subsets of ∆n ×∆1 by setting

U0 := ∂∆n ×∆1
∐

∂∆n×{1}

∆n × {1},

and then defining
Uj+1 = Uj ∪ σj ,

so that, in particular Un+1 = ∆n ×∆1.
We notice that, for j < n, we have that

Uj ∩ σj = Λn+1
j+1

is an inner horn. Since p is, in particular, an inner fibration, we can fill this inner horn to
extend a map φj : Uj → X to a map φj+1 : Uj+1 → X in a manner compatible with γ.
When j = n, The intersection

Un ∩ σn = Λn+1
n+1
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is a right horn. By construction, however, the image of the edge n→ n+ 1 in Λn+1
n+1 under

φn lies in the fibre Xn, and thus is an equivalence. Consequently, this horn can be filled
by (the dual of) Proposition 4.53. We have thus constructed a lift

ψ : ∆n ×∆1 X

We then see that, by construction the restriction ψ := ψ|n∆ × {0} makes the diagram

∂∆n X

∆n ∆n

f

p

id

ψ

commute, completing the proof.

Corollary 4.57. A left fibration p : X → Y is a trivial fibration if and only if every fibre of
p is a contractible Kan complex.

Proof. One direction is Proposition 4.56. For the other direction, we need only note that
trivial Kan fibrations are stable under pullback.

6 Limits and colimits

With these preliminaries out of the way, we can now move on to defining limits and
colimits in a quasi-category. As in the 1-categorical case, we first need the notion of initial
and terminal objects in a quasi-category.

The intuitive definition of initial/terminal objects is quite easy to grasp: we want to say
that an object y ∈ C is terminal when, for every x ∈ C, the mapping space from x to y
is contractible.7 However, this definition would require us to pass through simplicially- 7 This is a general feature one encounters moving from

1-category theory to higher category theory. If we
require a morphism ϕ in a 1-categorical definition to be
unique, then we require the space of such morphisms
in be contractible in the corresponding ∞-categorical
definition.

enriched categories every time we wanted to work with initial and terminal objects.
To get around this issue, we will give a different model for mapping spaces in a quasi-
category.

Definition 4.58. Let C ∈ qCat, and let x, y ∈ C be two objects. We define the left
mapping space MapLC(x, y) in C to be the pullback

MapLC(x, y) Cx/

∆0 C
{y}

Dually, we define the right mapping space to be the pullback

MapRC (x, y) C/y

∆0 C
{x}
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The proof that these agree, at least up to homotopy, with the mapping spaces we al-
ready have requires more technology than we have time to develop. For reference, we
state it as a proposition without proof

Proposition 4.59. Let C ∈ qCat, and x, y ∈ C. Then there are weak homotopy equivalences

MapLC(x, y) ' C[C](x, y) 'MapRC (x, y)

of simplicial sets.

Definition 4.60. Let C be a quasi-category, and x a vertex of C. We say that x is an
terminal object in C if

C/x → C

is a trivial Kan fibration. Dually, we say x is an initial object if

Cx/ → C

is a trivial Kan fibration.

Proposition 4.61. Let C ∈ qCat. An object x ∈ C is initial if and only if C[C](x, y) ' ∆0

for every y ∈ C.

Proof. By Corollary 4.57, we see that x is initial if and only if all the fibres of Cx/ →
C are contractible Kan complexes. These fibres are, by definition, the mapping spaces
MapLC(x, y), and so, by Proposition 4.59, are homotopy equivalent to C[C](x, y).

Example 4.62. Let C be a 1-category with an initial object x. Then x is an initial object
in N(C).

Remark 4.63 (Important observation). By Proposition 4.61, every initial object in a quasi-
category C is initial in the homotopy category τ1(C) = hC[C]. However, the converse
does not hold. For example, letK be any Kan complex which is path-connected, but not
contractible (e.g.,K = Sing(S1)). We can define a simplicially-enriched category CK with
two objects, 0 and 1, and mapping spaces

CK(0, 0) = CK(1, 1) = ∆0

and
CK(0, 1) = K CK(1, 0) = ∅.

SinceK is path connected, we see that hC[C] is isomorphic to the poset [1], and thus has
initial object 0. However, C[C](0, 1) is not contractible, so 0 is not an initial object in the
corresponding quasi-category.

Lemma 4.64. Let C be a quasi-category. An object x ∈ C is initial if and only if every lifting
problem

∆{0}

∂∆n C

∆n

{x}

where n ≥ 1 has a solution.
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Proof. By definition, x is initial if and only if every lifting problem

∂∆n Cx/

∆n C

has a solution (for n ≥ 0). Each such lifting problem is equivalent to its adjoint lifting
problem

∆0 ? ∂∆n
∐

∅⋆∂∆n ∅ ?∆n C

∆0 ?∆n

has a solution. However the morphism on the left is isomorphic to

∂∆n+1 → ∆n+1,

proving the lemma.

In standard 1-category theory, we see that initial objects are unique up to unique
isomorphism. In higher category theory, such statements about uniqueness tend to be
replaced by statements about having a contractible space of choices. The following is thus a
higher-categorical analogue of the uniqueness of initial objects

Lemma 4.65. Let C be a quasi-category with an inital object x. Denote by D ⊂ C the full
simplicial subset on the initial objects. Then D is a contractible Kan complex.

Proof. Since D is non-empty, the map

q : D→ ∆0

has the LLP against ∂∆0 → ∆0.
We then note that, for a lifting problem

∂∆n D

∆n ∆0

Lemma 4.64 yields a solution.

Lemma 4.66. Let C be a quasi-category, and f : x → y an equivalence in C. Then x is
initial if and only if y is initial.

Proof. It will suffice to show that, if x is initial, then so is y. Suppose that x is initial, and
consider a lifting problem

∂∆n C

∆n

ϕ

where φ(0) = y and n ≥ 1.
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Since the map Cx/ → C is a trivial Kan fibration, we can solve the lifting problem

∅ Cx/

∂∆n C
ϕ

to get a map ψ : ∂∆n → Cx/. This corresponds to a map

ψ : Λn+1
0 → C

such that ψ(0) = x, and ψ|∂∆{1,...,n+} = φ. In particular ψ(0) = x and ψ(1) = φ(0) = y.
Since x is initial, the morphism ψ(∆{0,1} from x to y must represent the same mor-

phism as f in the homotopy category, and thus must be an equivalence. As a result, we
can solve the lifting problem

Λn+1
0 C

∆n+1

ψ

by Proposition 4.53. Restricting the solution to ∆{1,2,...,n+1} yields a solution to the
original lifting problem, and we thus see that y is initial by Lemma 4.64.

We now have all the pieces in place to define limits and colimits in quasi-categories.

Definition 4.67. Let C be a quasi-category, and f : K → C a morphism of simplicial sets.
The quasi-category of cones over f is the quasi-category C/f . The quasi-category of cocones
under f is the quasi-category Cf/.

A limit of f in C is a terminal object of C/f . A colimit of f in C is an initial object of
Cf/.

Remark 4.68. Notice that, in our definition above, a limit of f : K → C is not simply an
object in C, but rather a choice of a functor

f̃ : ∆0 ? K C

extending f . This is precisely the data of a limit cone over f , as the next exercise helps
illustrate.
Exercise 22. Show that, if I and C are 1-categories, and F : I→ C is a functor, then there is
an isomorphism of simplicial sets.

N(cone(F )) ∼= N(C)/N(F ).

Conclude that a limit cone of F is the same data as a limit of N(F ).

Definition 4.69. For a simplicial setK , we fix the notationK◁ := ∆0 ? K , andK▷ =

K ?∆0.

Exercise 23. Let C be a quasi-category.

1. Prove that a limit over the empty diagram ∅→ C is a terminal object of C.

2. If C is a Kan complex, show that ∅→ C has a limit if and only if C is contractible.
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