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ON ASSOCIATIVE AND LIE 2-ALGEBRAS

E. KHMALADZE

Abstract. Our goal is to translate the classical adjunction between
associative and Lie algebras to the corresponding 2-objects, that is,
to categorify it.

îâäæñéâ. øãâêæ éæäŽêæŽ Žïëùæñî áŽ èæï ŽèàâĲîŽï öëîæï çèŽïæ-
çñîæ öâñôèâĲæï àŽáŽðŽêŽ öâïŽĲŽéæïæ 2-ëĲæâóðâĲæïŽåãæï, Žêñ Žé
öâñôèâĲæï çŽðâàëîæòæçŽùæŽ.

1. Introduction

In recent times categorification of algebraic structures plays a growing
role in algebra and geometry. Here categorification means the replacement
of the underlying sets in some algebraic structure by categories. For ex-
ample, instead of regarding a group in the category of sets (which is the
ordinary concept of a group), one considers a group object in the category
of small categories, and arrives at the notion of a 2-group.

There are many different ways to make the notion of a 2-group precise. A
crucial first step was Whitehead’s [6] concept of crossed module, formulated
in the late 1940s without the aid of category theory. From the 1960s it was
clear that crossed modules are essentially the same as categorical groups,
called strict 2-groups, since they are categorified groups in which the group
laws hold strictly, as equations.

In the categorification of groups, the associativity law is replaced by an
isomorphism called the associator, which satisfies a new law. The counter-
part of the associative law in the theory of Lie algebras is the Jacobi identity.
In a Lie 2-algebra this is replaced by an isomorphism which is called the
Jacobiator and satisfies a new law of its own [1]. If the Jacobiator is the
identity map, then we arrive to the notion of a strict Lie 2-algebra, which
is equivalent to the notion of a crossed module of Lie algebras (see [1, 3]).
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In the present note we deal with the categorification of the concept of
associative algebra and introduce the notion of an associative 2-algebra.
Then we focus on strict associative 2-algebras and describe them as crossed
modules of associative algebras (Theorem 3.5). We generalize the well-
known adjunction between the categories of Lie and associative algebras to
the corresponding strict 2-objects (Theorem 4.6, Corollary 4.7).

2. Preliminaries

2.1. On 2-vector spaces. We begin by reviewing some needed material
on categorified linear algebra of Baez and Crans [1]. Throughout the paper
we fix a ground field k.

Definition 2.2. A 2-vector space is an internal category in the category
of vector spaces Vect.

Thus, a 2-vector space V = (V1, V0, s, t, i, ◦) consists of a vector space of
objects V0, a vector space of morphisms V1, source and target maps s, t :
V1 → V0, an identity-assigning map i : V0 → V1, together with a composition
map ◦ : V1 ×V0 V1 → V1 subject to coherence conditions expressing the
axioms of category theory (more details see in [5]). For example, K =
(k,k, 1k, 1k, 1k, ◦), where ◦ is the multiplication in k, is a 2-vector space.

A linear functor F : V → V ′ between 2-vector spaces is an internal
functor in Vect, that is, F consists of linear maps F0 : V0 → V ′

0 and
F1 : V1 → V ′

1 making certain diagrams commutative, which correspond to
the usual laws satisfied by a functor.

2-vector spaces and linear functors form a category denoted by 2-Vect,
which can be enriched with some categorified linear algebra structure:

Proposition 2.3 ([1]). Given 2-vector spaces V = (V1, V0, s, t, i) and
V ′ = (V ′

1 , V ′
0 , s′, t′, i′) there are 2-vector spaces

V ⊕V ′ = (V1 ⊕ V ′
1 , V0 ⊕ V ′

0 , s⊕ s′, t⊕ t′, i⊕ i′ ⊕ ◦′),
V ⊗V ′ = (V1 ⊗ V ′

1 , V0 ⊗ V ′
0 , s⊗ s′, t⊗ t′, i⊗ i′ ⊗ ◦′)

called direct sum and tensor product of V and V ′. Moreover, V ⊕V ′ is the
biproduct in the categorical sense and V ⊗V ′ satisfies the usual universal
property of the tensor product.

For any 2-vector space V, there is an isomorphism lV : K⊗V → V
defined on objects or on morphisms by k ⊗ x 7→ kx. Similarly, there is
another ismorphism rV : V ⊗K → V.

With the tensor product, the category 2-Vect becomes a symmetric mono-
idal category.

Definition 2.4. Let V and V ′ be 2-vector spaces. A functor F : Vn → V ′
is n-linear if F (x1, . . . , xn) is linear in each argument, where (x1, . . . , xn) is
an object or morphism of Vn. Given n-linear functors F, F ′ : Vn → V ′, a
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natural transformation η : F ⇒ F ′ is n-linear if ηx1,...,xn
depends linearly on

each object xi, and completely antisymmetric if the arrow part of ηx1,...,xn

is completely antisymmetric under permutations of the objects.

2.5. On Lie 2-algebras. Let us recall the definition of a categorified Lie
algebra from [1].

Definition 2.6. A Lie 2-algebra is a 2-vector space L together with a
skew-symmetric bilinear functor [−,−] : L×L → L and a completely anti-
symmetric trilinear natural isomorphism, the Jacobiator, Jx,y,z : [[x, y], z] →
[x, [y, z]] + [[x, z], y], satisfying the identity:

J [w,x],y,z([Jw,x,z, y] + 1)(Jw,[x,z],y + J[w,z],x,y + Jw,x,[y,z]) =

= [Jw,x,y, z](J[w,y],x,z + Jw,[x,y],z)([Jw,y,z, x] + 1)([w, Jx,y,z] + 1).

The usual definition of monoidal functor can be modeled to define a ho-
momorphism between Lie 2-algebras. Then one can construct the category
2-Lie with Lie 2-algebras as objects and homomorphisms between these as
morphisms.

A Lie 2-algebra is called strict if its Jacobiator is the identity. A homo-
morphism of Lie 2-algebras F is called strict if F2 is the identity. Strict
Lie 2-algebras and strict homomorphisms form a subcategory 2-SLie of the
category 2-Lie.

Now we recall from [4] that a Lie crossed module (M, P, µ) is a Lie
homomorphism µ : M → P together with an action of P on M such that

µ(pm) = [p, µ(m)], µ(m)m′ = [m,m′] for m, m′ ∈ M, p ∈ P.

Here, by an action of P on M we mean a k-bilinear map P × M → M ,
(p,m) 7→ pm, satisfying [p,p′]m = p(p′m)− p′(pm) and p[m,m′] = [pm,m′]+
[m, pm′].

A morphism of Lie crossed modules (α, β) : (M, P, µ) → (M ′, P ′, µ′) is a
pair of Lie homomorphisms α : M → M ′, β : P → P ′ such that µ′α = βµ
and α(pm) = β(p)α(m) for all m ∈ M , p ∈ P . We denote by XLie the
category of Lie crossed modules.

Theorem 2.7 ([1, 3]). The categories 2-SLie and XLie are equivalent.

3. Associative 2-algebras

Since we have discussed some basic tools of categorified linear algebra,
we may introduce categorified version of the concept of associative algebra.

Definition 3.1. An associative 2-algebra is a 2-vector space A with
a bilinear functor, the multiplication, − • − : A×A → A and a trilinear
natural isomorphism, the associator,

Aa,b,c : (a • b) • c → a • (b • c),
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such that the following coherence condition, relating two ways of using the
associator to rebracket the expression ((a • b) • c) • d, holds:

Aa,b,c•dAa•b,c,d = (1a •Ab,c,d)Aa,b•c,d(Aa,b,c • 1d)

A homomorphism of associative 2-algebras A and A′ is a linear functor
F = (F0, F1) : A → A′ of underlying 2-vector spaces together with a bilinear
natural transformation F2(a, b) : F0(a) • F0(b) → F0(a • b) such that the
following coherence condition holds:

F2(a, b • c)
(
1F0(a) • F2(b, c)

)
A′F0(a),F0(b),F0(c)

=

= F1(a • (b • c))F2(a • b, c)
(
F2(a, b) • 1F0(c)

)
.

The composite of homomorphisms of associative 2-algebras F : A → A′
and F ′ : A′ → A′′ is given by the usual composition F ′F together with
(F ′F )2 defined as the composition (F ′ ◦F2)F ′2, where (F ′ ◦F2) is the result
of whiskering the functor F ′ by the natural transformation F2. It is routine
to show that the composite of homomorphisms is a homomorphism and
this composition is associative. The identity homomorphism 1A has the
identity functor as its underlying functor, together with an identity natural
transformation as (1A)2. Thus, we have the following

Proposition 3.2. There is a category 2-Alg whose objects are associative
2-algebras, morphisms are homomorphisms between associative 2-algebras,
with composition and identities defined as above. One can go further and
make the category 2-Alg into a 2-category.

3.3. Strict associative 2-algebras and crossed modules.

Definition 3.4. An associative 2-algebra is strict if its associator is the
identity. A homomorphism F of associative 2-algebras is strict if F2 is the
identity.

Strict associative 2-algebras and strict homomorphisms form a subcat-
egory of 2-Alg denoted by 2-SAlg. Below we obtain strict associative
2-algebras from crossed modules.

First we recall from [2] that a crossed module of algebras (R, A, ρ) is an
algebra homomorphism ρ : R → A, together with an action of A on R such
that

ρ(a · r) = aρ(r), ρ(r · a) = ρ(r)a, ρ(r) · r′ = rr′ = r · ρ(r′),

for all a ∈ A, r, r′ ∈ R. Here an action of A on R is an A-bimodule structure
on R, A×R → R, (a, r) 7→ a · r, R×A → R, (r, a) 7→ r · a, satisfying

a · (rr′) = (a · r)r′, (r · a)r′ = r(a · r′), (rr′) · a = r(r′ · a).

A morphism (α, β) : (R, A, ρ) → (R′, A′, ρ′) of crossed modules is a
pair of homomorphisms (α : R → R′, β : A → A′) such that ρ′α = βρ,
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α(a · r) = β(a) · α(r) and α(r · a) = α(r) · β(a). Let us denote the category
of crossed modules of algebras by XAlg.

Theorem 3.5. The categories 2-SAlg and XAlg are equivalent.

Proof. Given an associative 2-algebra (A1, A0, s, t, i, ◦), the corresponding
crossed module is (R, A, ρ), where R = Ker s, A = A0, µ = t |Ker s, and the
action of A on R is given by a · r = i(a) • r and r · a = r • i(a), for a ∈ A,
r ∈ R.

Conversely, given a crossed module of associative algebras (R, A, ρ), the
corresponding associative 2-algebra is defined to be (A1, A0, s, t, i, ◦), where
A0 = A and A1 is the the semi-direct product RoA in which multiplication
is given by

(r, a) • (r′, a′) = (rr′ + a · r′ + r · a′, aa′).

The source, target and identity-assigning maps are defined by s(r, a) = a,
t(r, a) = ρ(r) + a and i(a) = (0, a), respectively. The morphisms (r, a) and
(r′, a′) are composable if a′ = ρ(r)+a and their composite is (r′, ρ(r)+a) ◦
(r, a) = (r + r′, a).

The remaining details are straightforward and we omit them. ¤

4. Adjunction Between Strict Associative and Strict Lie
2-algebras

Any associative algebra A becomes a Lie algebra with the Lie bracket
[a, b] = ab−ba. Let L : Alg → Lie denote the functor sending an algebra A
to its Lie algebra L(A). Let U : Lie → Alg denote its left adjoint functor,
sending a Lie algebra L to its universal enveloping algebra U(L). In this
section we construct natural generalizations of L and U for the categories
XAlg and XLie such that the similar adjunction will be preserved.

4.1. Liezation of crossed modules of associative algebras. We can
associate to a crossed module of associative algebras (R, A, ρ) the Lie crossed
module (L(R),L(A),L(ρ)) with the action of L(A) on L(R) given by ar =
a · r− r · a (see [2]). This assignment defines a functor XL : XAlg → XLie
which is a natural generalization of the functor L : Alg → Lie in the
following sense. There are two ways regarding an algebra A (resp. a Lie
algebra P ) as a crossed module of algebras (resp. Lie crossed module), via
the trivial map 0 : 0 → A (resp. 0 : 0 → P ) and via the identity map
1A : A → A (resp. 1P : P → P ). There are full embeddings

I0, I1 : Alg −→ XAlg (resp. I′0, I′1 : Lie −→ XLie)

defined by I0(A) = (0, A, 0), I1(A) = (A, A, 1A) (resp. I′0(P ) = (0, P, 0),
I′1(P ) = (P, P, 1P )). Then, we have the following commutative diagram,
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for i = 0 or 1,

Alg

L
²²

Ii // XAlg

XL
²²

Lie
I′i // XLie

4.2. Universal enveloping crossed module. Now we construct a left
adjoint to XL.

Given a Lie crossed module µ : M → P , consider Lie homomorphisms

M o P
s //
t

// P , s(m, p) = m, t(m, p) = µ(m) + p. Applying the functor

U and dividing U(M o P ) by X = KerU(s)KerU(t) + KerU(t)KerU(s),
we obtain a diagram of associative algebras

U(M o P )/X
U(s) //
U(t)

// U(P ) ,

where U(s) and U(t) are induced by U(s) and U(t), respectively. Define
XU(M,P, µ) as the crossed module of associative algebras

XU(M, P, µ) =
(
KerU(s),U(P ),U(t) |KerU(s)

)
.

Definition 4.3. Given a Lie crossed module (M, P, µ), the crossed module
of associative algebras XU(M, P, µ) is called the universal enveloping crossed
module of (M, P, µ).

The universal enveloping crossed module construction provides a functor
XU : XLie → XAlg, which is natural generalization of U : Lie → Alg. In
particular, we have

Proposition 4.4. There is a commutative diagram

Lie

U
²²

I′0 // XLie

XU
²²

Alg
I0 // XAlg

and a natural isomorphism of functors I1 ◦ U ≈ XU ◦I′1.
4.5. The adjunction. The following result is a natural generalization of
the well-known classical adjunction between the categories Lie and Alg.

Theorem 4.6. The functor XU is left adjoint to the Liezation functor
XL.
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Proof. Given a morphism (α, β) ∈ HomXLie

(
(M, P, µ),XL(R, A, ρ)

)
, con-

sider the diagram of Lie algebras

M o P

α′

²²

s //
t

// P

β

²²
L(RoA)

σ //
τ

// L(A) ,

where s, t (similarly σ, τ) are defined as above and α′(m, p) = (α(m), β(p)).
Since U is left adjoint to L, we easily deduce that there is an induced
commutative diagram of algebras

U(M o P )

α′∗

²²

U(s) // U(P )

β∗

²²
RoA

σ // A ,

and a similar diagram holds with U(s) replaced by U(t) and σ replaced
by τ . Since Ker σ Ker τ = Ker τ Ker σ = 0, we have one more commutative
diagram of algebras

U(M o P )/X

α′∗

²²

U(s) //
U(t)

// U(P )

β∗

²²
RoA

σ //
τ

// A ,

which corresponds to a uniquely defined morphism from
HomXAlg

(
XU(M, P, µ), (R, A, ρ)

)
. The inverse assignment is obvious. ¤

Corollary 4.7. There is an adjunction between the categories 2-SAlg
and 2-SLie generalizing the classical one between Alg and Lie.
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