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Synopsis of the lecture

1 – Natural transformations

2 – The 2-category of categories

3 – String diagrams
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Natural transformations

A notion of morphism between functors

3



Transformations

A transformation

θ : F ·
−→ G

between two functors

F,G : A −→B

is a family of morphisms

(θA : FA −→ GA)A∈Obj(A )

of the category B indexed by the objects of the category A .
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Vertical composition of transformations

The transformations compose vertically

A

F

��

⇓ θ1∗θ2

H

FFB = A

F

��

G //

H

FF

⇓ θ1

⇓ θ2

B

and thus define a category

Trans ( A , B )

for all categories A and B.

5



Left action

In the following situation: A
F

((
⇓θ

G

66B H //C

the left action of the functor H on the transformation

θ : F −→ G : A −→ B

is defined as the transformation

H ◦L θ : H ◦ F −→ H ◦ G : A −→ C

whose instance at object A is defined as the morphism

H ◦ F(A)
H(θA)

// H ◦ G(A).
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Properties of the left action [1]

From a diagrammatic point of view, the two equations

H ◦L (θ2 ∗ θ1) = (H ◦L θ2) ∗ (H ◦L θ1) H ◦L 1F = 1H◦F

mean that

A
��

GG
//

⇓ θ1

⇓ θ2

B H //C =
A

��
//

⇓ θ1
B H //C

A GG
//

⇓ θ2

B H
//C

A

F

��

F

CC⇓ 1F A H //B = A

H◦F

��

H◦F

CC⇓ 1H◦F B
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Properties of the left action (2)

These two equations mean that

H ◦L − : Trans(A ,B) −→ Trans(A ,C )

θ 7→ H ◦L θ

defines a functor, while the two equations

(H1 ◦H2) ◦L F = H1 ◦L (H2 ◦L F) idB ◦L θ = θ

mean that ◦L defines an action.
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Right action

In the following situation: A H //B
F

''
⇓θ

G

77C

the functor H acts on the transformation

θ : F −→ G : B −→ C

and transports it into the transformation:

θ ◦R H : F ◦H −→ G ◦H : A −→ C

whose instance at A is defined as the morphism

F ◦H (A)
θH(A)

// G ◦H (A).
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Properties of the right action (1)

From a diagrammatic point of view, the two equations

(θ2 ∗ θ1) ◦R H = (θ2 ◦R H) ∗ (θ1 ◦R H) 1F ◦R H = 1F◦H

mean that

A H //B
��

GG
//

⇓ θ1

⇓ θ2

C =
A H //B

��
//

⇓ θ1
C

A H
//B GG

//

⇓ θ2

C

A H //B

F

��

F

DD⇓ 1F B = A

F◦H

��

F◦H

CC⇓ 1F◦H B

10



Properties of the right action (2)

The two equations mean that

− ◦R H : Trans(B,C ) −→ Trans(A ,C )

θ 7→ θ ◦R H

defines a functor, while the two equations

θ ◦R (H2 ◦H1) = (θ ◦R H2) ◦R H1 θ ◦R idA = θ

mean that ◦R defines an action.
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Compatibility of the left and right actions

Last equation: in the situation

A ′
H1 //A

F
##

⇓θ

G

<<B
H2 //B′

the order in which one makes the functors

H1 : A ′ −→ A H2 : B −→ B′

act on the transformation θ does not matter:

( H2 ◦L θ ) ◦R H1 = H2 ◦L ( θ ◦R H1 )
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Sesqui-category

A sesqui-category D is

[0] a class of objects

[1, 2] equipped with a category

D (A,B)

for every pair of objects (A,B) of the sesqui-category, where

the objects of D (A,B) = the morphisms from A to B

equipped with a pair of actions ◦L and ◦R satisfying...
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Sesqui-categories

equipped with a pair of actions ◦L and ◦R satisfying the equations

h ◦L (θ2 ∗ θ1) = (h ◦L θ2) ∗ (h ◦L θ1) h ◦L 1 f = 1h◦ f
(h1 ◦ h2) ◦L f = h1 ◦L (h2 ◦L f ) idB ◦L θ = θ
(θ2 ∗ θ1) ◦R h = (θ2 ◦R h) ∗ (θ1 ∗R h) 1 f ◦R h = 1 f◦h
θ ◦R (h2 ◦ h1) = (θ ◦R h2) ◦R h1 θ ◦R idA = θ

( h2 ◦L θ ) ◦R h1 = h2 ◦L ( θ ◦R h1 )

Theorem.
Categories, functors and transformations define a sesqui-category.
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The sesqui-category of categories and transformations

Let θ1 and θ2 be two transformations in A

F1
''

⇓θ1

G1

77B

F2
''

⇓θ2

G2

77C

In general, the transformation obtained by applying θ1 then θ2

A

F1
''

⇓θ1 77B

F2
''
C

A

G1

77B
''

⇓θ2

G2

77C

is not the same as the transformation obtained by applying θ1 then θ2:

A

F1
''
B

F2
''

⇓θ2 77C

A
''

⇓θ1

G1

77B

G2

77C
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Natural transformations

A transformation θ : F⇒ G : A −→B

is natural when the diagram

FA

F f

��

θA //GA

G f

��

FB θB //GB

commutes for every morphism f : A −→ B.

Notation. we write

Nat(A ,B)

for the category of functors and natural transformations

θ : F ⇒ G : A −→ B

16



Exchange law

A pair of 2-cells θ1 and θ2 in a sesqui-categorie D

A
F1

&&
⇓θ1

G1

88B
F2

&&
⇓θ2

G2

88C

satisfy the exchange law when the equality

A
F1

&&
⇓θ1 88B

F2
&&C

A
G1

88B &&
⇓θ2

G2

88C
=

A
F1

&&B
F2

&&
⇓θ2 88C

A &&
⇓θ1

G1

88B
G2

88C

holds.

The order in which one applies θ1 and θ2 does not matter.
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Definition

A 2-cell

B ⇓θ2

g2

88

f2
&&C

is called central on the left when the exchange law

A
f1

&&
⇓θ1 88B

f2
&&C

A
g1

88B &&
⇓θ2

g2

88C
=

A
f1

&&B
f2

&&
⇓θ2 88C

A &&
⇓θ1
g1

88B
g2

88C

is satisfied for every 2-cell θ1 of the sesqui-category D .
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Exercise

Show that in the sesqui-category with

B categories as objects

B functors as 1-cells

B transformations as 2-cells

the natural transformations are the 2-cells central on the left.

Deduce the existence of a functor

Nat(B,C ) ×Nat(A ,B) −→ Nat(A ,C )
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The 2-category of categories

Categories, functors, natural transformations
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2-categories

A 2-category D is a sesqui-category such that
the exchange law is satisfied for every pair of 2-cells

A
f1

&&
⇓θ1
g1

88B
f2

&&
⇓θ2

g2

88C
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2-categories (alternative definition)

A 2-category D is given by

[0] a class of objects

[1, 2] a category D (A,B) for every pair of objects (A,B)

[2, 3, 4] a composition law defined as a functor

◦ : D (B,C) ×D (A,B) −→D (A,C)

[2, 3, 4] an identity defined as a functor

idA : 1 −→D (A,A)

this for all objects A,B,C of the 2-category,
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2-categories (alternative definition)

1— such that the composition law ◦ is associative in the sense that

D (C,D) ×D (B,C) ×D (A,B) ◦ ×D (A,B)
//

D (C,D)× ◦
��

D (B,D) ×D (A,B)

◦

��

D (C,D) ×D (A,C) ◦ //D (A,D)

commutes.
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2-categories (alternative definition)

2— such that id is a neutral element of ◦ in the sense that

D (A,B)

�

��

D (A,B)

D (A,B) × 1
D (A,B) × idA //D (A,B) ×D (A,A)

◦

OO

and

D (A,B)

�

��

D (A,B)

1 ×D (A,B) idB ×D (A,B)
//D (B,B) ×D (A,B)

◦

OO

commute for all A and B.
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Notation

One writes

θ : f ⇒ g : A −→ B

when

θ : f −→ g

is a morphism of the category D (A,B).
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Godement law

In a 2-category

D (A ,B)

the two canonical ways to compose the 2-cells

⇓α1 ⇓α2

A

f1

��

g1 //

h1

EEB

f2

��

g2 //

h2

EEC

⇓β1 ⇓β2

coincide:

(β2 ∗ α2) ◦ (β1 ∗ α1) = (β2 ◦ β1) ∗ (α2 ◦ α1)
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Suspension

The notion of monoidal category will be defined very soon.

Every strict monoidal category C may be seen as the 2-category Σ(C )

B which contains only one 0-cell,

B whose 1-cells are the 0-cells of C

B whose 2-cells are the 1-cells of C

equipped with the induced composition laws.

A sesqui-category Σ(C ) with one object is
the same thing as a premonoidal category (C ,⊗, I).
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Useful equality
In a 2-categoryD (A ,B), the two canonical ways to compose the 2-cells

⇓α1 ⇓α2

A

f1

��
g1 //

h1

FFB

f2

��
g2 //

h2

FFC

⇓β1 ⇓β2

commute:
(β2 ∗ α2) ◦ (β1 ∗ α1) = (β2 ◦ β1) ∗ (α2 ◦ α1)
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The 2-category of sets and relations

The 2-category Rel is defined as follows:

B its 0-cells are the sets,

B its 1-cells are the relations between sets,

A
f ·g

//B = A
f

//B
g

//C

relationally composed:

a [ f · g] c ⇐⇒ ∃ b ∈ B, a [ f ] b et b [g] c.

B its 2-cells are inclusions:

A
f

&&
⇓

g
88B ⇐⇒ f ⊆ g

In particular, the categories Rel (A,B) are order categories.
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String diagrams

A notation introduced by Roger Penrose
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String diagrams

Two key ideas

1. apply the Poincaré duality on the original pasting diagrams:

B
G

��
⇓ θ

A

F
77

H
33C

is depicted as
FG

H

θ

θ : G ◦ F ⇒ H
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String diagrams

Two key ideas

2. hide the identity 1-cells in the picture:

B
G

��
⇓ θ

A

F
77

id
22A

is depicted as
FG

θ

θ : G ◦ F ⇒ id
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String diagrams

More generally, a 2-dimensional cell

θ : F1 ◦ · · · ◦ Fp ⇒ G1 ◦ · · · ◦ Gq : A −→ B

is depicted as

F

G

θ



q

F
p

G
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Exercise

Draw the exchange law and explain the connection to concurrency
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