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THE SNAIL LEMMA AND THE LONG HOMOLOGY SEQUENCE

JULIA RAMOS GONZÁLEZ AND ENRICO M. VITALE

Abstract. In the first part of the paper, we establish a version of the snail lemma
(which is a generalization of the classical snake lemma) for categories with a structure
of nullhomotopies. This lemma allows us to construct a six-term exact sequence in a
(sufficiently nice) category with a structure of nullhomotopies associated to a morphism
in the category. In the second part, we introduce the category with nullhomotopies
Seq(A) of sequentiable families of arrows in a category A and we apply the homotopy
snail lemma to a morphism in Seq(A) obtaining first a six-term exact sequence in
Seq(A) and then, unrolling the sequence in Seq(A), a long exact sequence in A. We
then compare the category Seq(A) of sequentiable families with the category Ch(A) of
chain complexes in A and prove that, when A is abelian, the long exact sequence built
using the snail lemma subsumes the usual long exact sequence of homology obtained
from an extension of chain complexes. This result suggests that the category Seq(A),
which has a nicer structure of nullhomotopies than that of Ch(A), could provide a useful
alternative to chain complexes for the study of homological algebra.

Contents

1 Introduction 418
2 Preliminaries on nullhomotopies 420

2.1 Categories with a structure of nullhomotopies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 420
2.2 Homotopy (co)kernels . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 421
2.3 The π0 of an object . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 424
2.4 (Co)discrete objects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 425
2.5 The classical example: The category of arrows and nullhomotopies . . . . . 426

3 The homotopy snail sequence 428
4 Exactness of the snail sequence 433
5 Sequentiable families of arrows 442

5.1 The category with nullhomotopies (Seq(A),Θ∆) of sequentiable families of
arrows in A . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 442

5.2 The homotopy snail sequence associated to an arrow in (Seq(A),Θ∆) . . . 447

We thank Zurab Janelidze for his help with Condition 4.0.7 (see Remark 4.0.8), and Marino Gran
for pointing us out reference [13]. We also thank the referee for several useful suggestions. Most of
the research presented in this work was carried out while the first-named author was a Postdoctoral
Researcher of the Fonds de la Recherche Scientifique - FNRS grant 32709538 based at UCLouvain.

Received by the editors 2025-03-12 and, in final form, 2026-02-24.
Transmitted by John Bourke. Published on 2026-02-27.
2020 Mathematics Subject Classification: 18G50, 18G35, 18N40.
Key words and phrases: homology, exact sequence, homotopy kernel, snail lemma, sequentiable

family.
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1. Introduction

A cornerstone in homological algebra is the fact that, starting from a short exact sequence
of chain complexes in an abelian category A, one can construct a long exact sequence
relating the homology objects of the original complexes. A classical strategy to prove such
a theorem is to prove first the snake lemma and then construct the long exact sequence
in homology pasting together the infinitely many six-term exact sequences coming from
the snake lemma (see for example [28]).

The snake lemma is a special case of a more general result, the snail lemma, introduced
in [25, 19] and exploited in [17, 23] in order to unify some higher dimensional exact
sequences appearing in homotopy theory, see [12], and in the study of groupoids and
crossed modules, see [8, 10]. The difference between the snake and the snail lemmas lies
in the fact that the snake requires as starting point a short exact sequence in Arr(A), the
category of arrows in A, whereas the snail works starting from any morphism in Arr(A).

In this paper, we first prove a version of the snail lemma for categories equipped with
a structure of nullhomotopies. More concretely, given a category B with a structure of
nullhomotopies Θ satisfying some nice properties, we build a six-term sequence of “homo-
topy objects” starting from a morphism in B (Construction 3.0.2) and we show that under
some conditions, this sequence is exact with respect to a sufficiently nice class of “surjec-
tions” (Proposition 4.0.6, Proposition 4.0.9). The prime example of a category where this
can be done is the category Arr(A) of arrows on an abelian category A equipped with
the usual structure of nullhomotopies Θ∆ (Subsection 2.5). Then, in the second part of
the paper we show that it is possible to use the snail lemma instead of the snake lemma
in order to construct a long exact sequence in homology starting from any morphism of
chain complexes, and not necessarily from a short exact sequence of complexes (Corollary
6.2.2). Even if the idea is quite simple, to state and prove it properly we have to intro-
duce a new concept, that we call a sequentiable family of arrows (Definition 5.1.1). The
idea behind a sequentiable family is to focus our attention not on the homology objects
associated with a chain complex, but on the homology arrows, that is, those arrows whose
kernel and cokernel are the homology objects associated with a complex (see Section 6,
and especially Subsection 6.1, for a more precise explanation on how sequentiable families
of arrows naturally arise from chain complexes). This allows us to formulate the snail
lemma inside the category of sequentiable families, which is equipped with a structure
of nullhomotopies more convenient than the one usually considered in the category of
chain complexes. This produces a single six-term exact sequence of sequentiable fam-
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ilies, sequence which provides a compact presentation of a long exact sequence in the
base category A (Proposition 5.3.2) and, as a special case, the long homology sequence
(Proposition 6.2.3).

This last result, together with the fact that the structure of nullhomotopies in sequen-
tiable families has more desirable properties than the usual structure of nullhomotopies
in chain complexes, suggests that the category of sequentiable families has the potential
to be a useful substitute of the category of chain complexes in the study of homological
algebra. In future work we would like to explore this direction further by analyzing, for
example, the use of sequentiable families to construct the derived category of an abelian
category.

The layout of the paper is as follows:
In the first part of the paper (Sections 2, 3 and 4) we investigate a general version of the

snail lemma in a pointed category B equipped with a structure of nullhomotopies Θ, the
guiding example being Arr(A) for A an abelian category. First, in Section 2, we review
the notion of a category with a structure of nullhomotopies and recall some properties
and constructions in this framework that will be relevant for the rest of the paper. In
particular, after reviewing the definition of structure of nullhomotopies, the condition of
reduced interchange and the notion of homotopy-strong zero object in Subsection 2.1, we
then go over homotopy (co)kernels (Subsection 2.2), the π0 of an object (Subsection 2.3)
and (co)discrete objects (Subsection 2.4), to finish the section by analyzing these concepts
in the particular case of the category of arrows (Subsection 2.5). Then, in Section 3, we
show that given a morphism in a category with nullhomotopies (B,Θ), we can build a
six-term exact sequence in B, as long as (B,Θ) satisfies some nice properties also satisfied
by the category of arrows of an abelian category (the reduced interchange condition holds,
B has a strong zero object, all homotopy kernels and all homotopy cokernels of terminal
arrows). In Section 4, we show that the six-term sequence is exact relatively to a good
class S of “surjections”. For this result to hold, the homotopy kernel, the domain and the
codomain of the starting morphism need to have a good behaviour with respect of the
class S: the homotopy kernel and the domain of the morphism need to be S-proper and
S-global (Definition 4.0.4) and the codomain needs to be S-proper. In the particular case
of the category of arrows of an abelian category, all objects are proper and global and
hence the snail sequence is always exact. It is worth noticing that, while the proof of the
exactness of the snail sequence in this homotopy context is similar to that in the context
of pointed regular protomodular categories from [25], they are not completely parallel (see
Remark 4.0.11).

In the second part of the paper we introduce the new category Seq(A) of sequentiable
families and we compare it with the category Ch(A) of chain complexes. First, in Section
5, we build the category Seq(A) and equip it with a natural structure of nullhomotopies
(Subsection 5.1). We then apply the homotopy snail lemma in Seq(A) in order to get
a six-term exact sequence in Seq(A) (Subsection 5.2), which we then unrole to obtain
a long exact sequence in A (Subsection 5.3). Then, in Section 6, we build a functor
F : Ch(A) → Seq(A) from chain complexes to sequentiable families (Subsection 6.1)
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and we then proceed to prove the announced result: when A is pointed, regular and
protomodular, if the morphism in Seq(A) that we use to construct the long exact sequence
comes from an extension of complexes through the functor F , the new sequence coincides
with the classical long homology sequence (Subsection 6.2). To finish the paper, we prove
in Subsection 6.3 that the functor F can be upgraded to a morphism of categories with
nullhomotopies when A is preadditive and Ch(A) is endowed with the classical structure
of nullhomotopies.

Starting from Section 4, regular, protomodular, preadditive and abelian categories will
appear so to make the base category A rich enough. Basic references for these kinds of
categories are [2, 3, 7].

N.B.: Given two arrows A
f // B

g // C , the composite arrow will be written as f · g.

2. Preliminaries on nullhomotopies

Categories with a structure of nullhomotopies have been introduced by Grandis in [14].
In this section, we review their basic theory and provide several preliminary results that
we will require later on.

2.1. Categories with a structure of nullhomotopies. Let us first introduce the
definition of nullhomotopy structure. We follow [22, 26].

2.1.1. Definition. A structure of nullhomotopies Θ on a category B is given by:

1) For every arrow g in B, a set Θ(g) whose elements are called nullhomotopies on g.

2) For every triple of composable arrows A
f // B

g // C
h // D , a map

f ◦ − ◦ h: Θ(g) → Θ(f · g · h)

in such a way that, for every φ ∈ Θ(g), one has

(a) (f ′ · f) ◦ φ ◦ (h · h′) = f ′ ◦ (f ◦ φ ◦ h) ◦ h′ whenever the compositions f ′ · f and
h · h′ are defined,

(b) idB ◦ φ ◦ idC = φ.

Equivalently, Θ is a functor from the twisted arrow category to the category of sets. See
Remark 2.1.10 in [27] and the references therein for more details.

2.1.2. Notation.When f = idB or h = idC , we write φ◦h and f ◦φ instead of idB ◦φ◦h
and f ◦ φ ◦ idC .
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2.1.3. Notation. We sometimes depict a nullhomotopy λ ∈ Θ(g) as

A

g

&&
λ ⇑ B

In order to build the homotopy snail sequence in Section 3, we will need to impose
some extra conditions on the categories with nullhomotopies with which we work. One
condition we will need to impose is that the structure of nullhomotopies satisfies reduced
interchange, which was introduced in [14]:

2.1.4. Definition. Let (B,Θ) be a category with nullhomotopies. The structure Θ
satisfies reduced interchange if, for any pair of composable arrows f :A→ B and g:B → C
and for any pair of nullhomotopies α ∈ Θ(f) and β ∈ Θ(g), one has α ◦ g = f ◦ β.

Another condition we will need to impose is the existence of a zero object 0 in B which
is, moreover, Θ-strong :

2.1.5. Definition. Let (B,Θ) be a category with nullhomotopies and assume that B has
a zero object 0. We say that the zero object 0 is Θ-strong if for every object X ∈ B, the
set of nullhomotopies Θ(0X :X → 0) of the terminal arrow is reduced to a single element,
denoted by ∗X , and the set of nullhomotopies Θ(0X : 0 → X) of the initial arrow is reduced
to a single element, denoted by ∗X .

2.1.6. Remark. If (B,Θ) satisfies the reduced interchange (Definition 2.1.4) and has a
Θ-strong zero object (Definition 2.1.5), we get a canonical nullhomotopy

∗XY ∈ Θ(0XY :X → 0 → Y )

given by ∗X ◦0Y or, equivalently, by 0X ◦∗Y . Observe that in general Θ(0XY ) is not reduced
to the element ∗XY . Nevertheless, for all arrows f :W → X, g:X → Y, h:Y → Z and for
all nullhomotopies φ ∈ Θ(g) we have:

f ◦ ∗XY ◦ h = ∗WZ and 0WX ◦ φ = ∗WY and φ ◦ 0YZ = ∗XZ

2.1.7. Remark. Although these two conditions (the reduced interchange and the exis-
tence of a Θ-strong zero object) will be neccessary from Section 3 on and until the end
of the paper, we will not impose them yet in this section, where we aim to provide the
results in their most general version.

2.2. Homotopy (co)kernels. Homotopy (co)kernels are the only homotopy (co)limits
we need in this paper. In this subsection, we introduce their definition following [22, 26],
and provide two examples that are essential for our purposes. To conclude, we prove a
general result that will be needed in Section 3 to construct the snail sequence.
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2.2.1. Definition. Let g:B → C be an arrow in a category with nullhomotopies (B,Θ).

1. A homotopy kernel of g with respect to Θ (or Θ-kernel) is a universal triple

N (g) ng
//

⇓ νg

B g
// C

This means that, for any other triple (A ∈ B, f :A → B,φ ∈ Θ(f · g)), there exists
a unique arrow f ′:A→ N (g) such that f ′ · ng = f and f ′ ◦ νg = φ.

2. A Θ-kernel (N (g), ng, νg) is strong if, for any triple (A, f :A→ N (g), φ ∈ Θ(f ·ng))
such that φ ◦ g = f ◦ νg, there exists a unique nullhomotopy φ′ ∈ Θ(f) such that
φ′ ◦ ng = φ.

3. The notion of (strong) Θ-cokernel is dual of the notion of (strong) Θ-kernel. The
notation is:

C(g) ∈ B, cg:C → C(g), γg ∈ Θ(g · cg)

Let us recall from [22, 26] the cancellation properties satisfied by a Θ-kernel.

2.2.2. Proposition. Let g:B → C be an arrow in a category with nullhomotopies (B,Θ)
and let (N (g), ng, νg) be a Θ-kernel of g. Then, the following cancellation property holds:

(1) Given f, h:A→ N (g), if f · ng = h · ng and f ◦ νg = h ◦ νg, then f = h.

In addition, if the reduced interchange is satisfied, then the following cancellation property
holds:

(2) Given an arrow f :A → N (g) and nullhomotopies φ, ψ ∈ Θ(f) such that φ ◦ ng =
ψ ◦ ng, if the Θ-kernel of g is strong, then φ = ψ.

2.2.3. Remark. The dual cancellation properties hold for the Θ-cokernel (C(g), cg, γg)
of an arrow g.

Let us introduce two examples of Θ-kernels that play an important role in this paper.

2.2.4. Example. [The Θ-kernel of an initial arrow]The first relevant special case of Θ-
kernel is the one of the initial arrow 0Y of an object Y ∈ B. Its universal property can be
restated as follows:
For any object X ∈ B and for any nullhomotopy φ ∈ Θ(0XY ), there exists a unique arrow
g:X → N (0Y ) such that g ◦ ν0Y = φ

N (0Y )
n0Y

""
ν0Y

X

0XY
φ

��

goo

0
0Y

��
Y

⇐⇒
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2.2.5. Remark. The universal property of the Θ-cokernel of a terminal arrow can be
formulated dually.

2.2.6. Example. [The Θ-kernel of an identity arrow] The second relevant special case of
Θ-kernel is the one of the identity arrow idY of an object Y ∈ B. Its universal property
can be restated as follows:
For every arrow g:X → Y and for every nullhomotopy φ ∈ Θ(g), there exists a unique
arrow g:X → N (idY ) such that g · nidY = g and g ◦ νidY = φ

N (idY )

nidY

""

νidY

X

g

φ

��

goo

Y

⇐⇒

Moreover, if the Θ-kernel N (idY ) is strong, there exists a unique nullhomotopy φ ∈ Θ(g)
such that φ ◦ nidY = φ.

2.2.7. Remark. If it exists, the Θ-kernel of the identity arrow of an object Y has a
special role: if B has pullbacks, then the Θ-kernel of any arrow g:X → Y exists and is
given by

N (g) ng
//

⇓ g′◦νidY

X g
// Y

where the diagram

N (g)
g′ //

ng

��

N (idY )

nidY

��
X g

// Y

is a pullback (see Proposition 5.3 in [22]).

We now prove the following general lemma, which is a variant of Remark 3.2 in [26].
Its dual also holds and both are needed in Section 3 to construct the snail sequence.

2.2.8. Lemma. Consider the solid part of the following commutative diagram (the one
on the left) in a category with nullhomotopies (B,Θ)

N (a)
n(g,g′) //

na

��
νa ⇒

N (b)

nb

��
⇐ νbA

g′ //

a
��

B

b
��

X g
// Y

N (a)
n(g,g′)

//

na

��
ψ ⇒

n(ψ) ⇓
N (b)

nb

��
A

g′ //

a
��

B

b
��

X
g //
φ ⇑

Y
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1. There exists a unique arrow n(g, g′):N (a) → N (b) such that n(g, g′) · nb = na · g′
and n(g, g′) ◦ νb = νa ◦ g.

2. Consider the diagram on the right and assume that Θ satisfies the reduced inter-
change. Given nullhomotopies φ ∈ Θ(g) and ψ ∈ Θ(na), if the Θ-kernel of b
is strong, then there exists a unique nullhomotopy n(ψ) ∈ Θ(n(g, g′)) such that
n(ψ) ◦ nb = ψ ◦ g′.

Proof. 1. Just apply the universal property of N (b) to νa ◦ g ∈ Θ(na · g′ · b).
2. Consider ψ ◦ g′ ∈ Θ(n(g, g′) · nb). Since

ψ ◦ g′ · b = ψ ◦ a · g = na · a ◦ φ = νa ◦ g = n(g, g′) ◦ νb

we can use that N (b) is strong to get a unique nullhomotopy n(ψ) ∈ Θ(n(g, g′)) such that
n(ψ) ◦ nb = ψ ◦ g′.

2.3. The π0 of an object. In this section we introduce the π0 of an object, which is
a special type of Θ-kernel that will be appearing in the snail homotopy sequence we will
build in Section 3.

2.3.1. Definition. Let (B,Θ) be a category with nullhomotopies and assume that B
has a 0 object. The π0 of an object Y is the Θ-kernel of the arrow part of the Θ-cokernel
of the terminal arrow 0Y . Diagrammatically:

Y
0Y

//

ηY !!

⇓ γ
0Y

0 c
0Y

// C(0Y )

π0(Y )

nc
0Y

==

⇑ νc
0Y

where ηY is the unique arrow such that ηY ◦ νc
0Y

= γ0Y . Dually, the π1 of an object Y is
the Θ-cokernel of the arrow part of the Θ-kernel of the terminal arrow 0Y .

2.3.2. Remark.The chosen terminology of π0 and π1 is not arbitrary, since this definition
generalizes that of π0 and π1 of a groupoid. We explain this in more detail in Example
2.5.2. The meaning of the π0-construction (and, dually, of the π1-construction) in the
category Arr(A) is explained in Subsection 2.5.

2.3.3. Remark. Observe that the construction of π0(Y ) is a special case of a Θ-kernel
of an initial arrow (see Example 2.2.4), since π0(Y ) = N (c0Y ) = N (0C(0Y )). Analogously,
π1(Y ) is a special case of a Θ-cokernel of a terminal arrow since π1(Y ) = C(n0Y ) =
C(0N (0Y )).
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2.4. (Co)discrete objects. We now proceed to introduce the general definition of
(co)discrete object. For our purposes, the relevance of discrete objects lies in the fact
that, in the categories with nullhomotopies of our interest, the categorical kernel and the
Θ-kernel of any arrow with codomain a discrete object coincide (see Lemma 2.4.3 below).
This property will be very useful later on, especially since objects of the form N (0Y )
(Example 2.2.4) and, in particular, of the form π0(Y ) (Definition 2.3.1), are discrete
under suitable assumptions (see Lemma 2.4.4 below).

2.4.1. Definition. Consider a category with nullhomotopies (B,Θ). Assume that Θ
satisfies the reduced interchange and that B has a Θ-strong zero object. An object Y ∈ B
is discrete if, for any arrow g:X → Y, the following conditions hold:

� if g ̸= 0XY , then Θ(g) = ∅,

� if g = 0XY , then Θ(g) = {∗XY }.

Codiscrete objects are defined dually.

2.4.2. Remark. The terminology “discrete” will be motivated at the end of Section 2.5
(see Remark 2.5.1).

We now show that, under suitable assumptions, the categorical kernel and the Θ-kernel
of a morphism with codomain a discrete object coincide.

2.4.3. Lemma. Consider a category with nullhomotopies (B,Θ). Assume that Θ satisfies
the reduced interchange and that B has a Θ-strong zero object and Θ-kernels. If an object
Y ∈ B is discrete, then for every arrow g:X → Y the Θ-kernel of g coincides with the
usual categorical kernel of g.

Proof. Since Y is discrete, ng · g = 0
N (g)
Y and νg = ∗N (g)

Y . Consider an arrow f :W → X
such that f · g = 0WY . This implies that ∗WY ∈ Θ(f · g), so that there exists a unique arrow
f ′:W → N (g) such that f ′ · ng = f and f ′ ◦ νg = ∗WY . If f ′′:W → N (g) is another arrow

such that f ′′ · ng = f, then f ′′ ◦ νg = f ′′ ◦ ∗N (g)
Y = ∗WY by Definition 2.1.5, so that f ′′ = f ′.

This proves that the Θ-kernel satisfies the universal property of the usual kernel.
Conversely, let kg: Ker(g) → X be the usual kernel of g. Since kg · g = 0

Ker(g)
Y , we can

take νg = ∗Ker(g)
Y ∈ Θ(kg · g). Given now f :W → X and φ ∈ Θ(f · g), since Y is discrete

we get f · g = 0WY and φ = ∗WY . From f · g = 0WY , we get a unique f ′:W → Ker(g) such

that f ′ · kg = f. Moreover, f ′ ◦ νg = f ′ ◦ ∗Ker(g)
Y = ∗WY = φ by Definition 2.1.5, and we are

done.

In particular, we will be able to apply Lemma 2.4.3 to morphisms whose codomain
is of the form N (0Y ) and, in particular, of the form π0(Y ), on account of the following
result.
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2.4.4. Lemma. Consider a category with nullhomotopies (B,Θ). Assume that Θ satisfies
the reduced interchange and that B has a Θ-strong zero object. Then, if (B,Θ) has strong
Θ-kernels, for any object Y ∈ B, the object N (0Y ) is discrete. In particular, π0(Y ) is
discrete. Dually, if (B,Θ) has strong Θ-cokernels, for any object Y ∈ B, the object C(0Y )
is codiscrete.

Proof. Consider an arrow g:X → N (0Y ) and a nullhomotopy φ ∈ Θ(g). We have to
prove that g = 0XN (0Y ) and φ = ∗XN (0Y ). Using the universal property of the Θ-kernel, the
first condition follows from the equations:

g · n0Y = 0X = 0XN (0Y ) · n0Y

and
g ◦ ν0Y = φ ◦ 0N (0Y )

Y = ∗XY = ∗XN (0Y ) ◦ 0
N (0Y )
Y = 0XN (0Y ) ◦ ν0Y

(in the second one we use Definition 2.1.5). Using that the Θ-kernel is strong, the second
condition follows form the equation

φ ◦ n0Y = ∗X = ∗XN (0Y ) ◦ n0Y

where we have used once again Definition 2.1.5. The proof that C(0Y ) is codiscrete is
dual.

2.5. The classical example: The category of arrows and nullhomotopies.
To help the reader with the various constructions introduced so far, let us look at the case
where (B,Θ) = (Arr(A),Θ∆):

� Objects, arrows and nullhomotopies for this example can be depicted as follows

W
f //

w
��

X
g //

x
��

Y

y

��

h // Z

z
��

W0 f0
// X0 g0

//

φ

88

Y0 h0
// Z0

In other words,

Θ∆((g, g0): (X, x,X0) → (Y, y, Y0)) = {φ:X0 → Y | x · φ = g, φ · y = g0}

and (f, f0) ◦ φ ◦ (h, h0) = f0 · φ · h.

� The structure Θ∆ satisfies the reduced interchange.

� If A has pullbacks, then Arr(A) has strong Θ∆-kernels constructed as in the fol-
lowing diagram on the left (the dashed arrow is the nullhomotopy), the one on the
right being a pullback

X
idX //

⟨x,g⟩
��

X

x
��

g // Y

y

��
X0 ×g0,y Y y′

//

g′0

33

X0 g0
// Y0

X0 ×g0,y Y
g′0 //

y′

��

Y

y

��
X0 g0

// Y0
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Dually, if A has pushouts, then Arr(A) has strong Θ∆-cokernels.

� If A has a zero object 0, then the object (0, id0, 0) is a Θ∆-strong zero object in
Arr(A). More details can be found in [22, 26].

Assume now that A has a zero object, kernels and cokernels. For an object (Y, y, Y0) in
Arr(A) we then have the following:

� The Θ∆-kernel N (0(Y,y,Y0)) with its structural nullhomotopy is given by

0 //

��

Y

y

��
Ker(y)

0
//

ky

77

Y0

� Dually, the Θ∆-cokernel C(0(Y,y,Y0)) with its structural nullhomotopy is given by

Y
0 //

y

��

Cok(y)

��
Y0 //

cy
77

0

� Consequently, the canonical arrow η(Y,y,Y0): (Y, y, Y0) → π0(Y, y, Y0) is given by

Y //

y

��

0

��
Y0 cy

// Cok(y)

� Finally, the Θ∆-kernel N (id(Y,y,Y0)) with its structural nullhomotopy is given by

Y

idY
��

idY // Y

y

��
Y y

//

idY

88

Y0

The following remark motivates the choice of the terminology “discrete”.

2.5.1. Remark. Assume that A has a zero object, kernels and cokernels. Then, an
object (X, x,X0) ∈ Arr(A) is discrete if and only if X = 0 (and then, necessarily,
x = 0X0). For the only if part, just consider the Θ∆-kernel of id(X,x,X0). Dually, an object
(X, x,X0) ∈ Arr(A) is codiscrete if and only if X0 = 0.

The following example motivates the choice of the terminology π0 and π1.
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2.5.2. Example. Let A be an abelian category. In particular, we have an equivalence
of categories Arr(A) ≃ Grpd(A), where Grpd(A) denotes the category of internal
groupoids in A (see [3]). This equivalence sends an object (Y, y, Y0) in Arr(A) to the
groupoid G(Y, y, Y0) with underlying reflexive graph

Y0 ⊕ Y
π1 **

id⊕y
44 Y0i1oo

(every reflexive graph in A can be extended uniquely to a groupoid structure, see [9, 20]).
Then:

� The π0-construction inArr(A) corresponds via the equivalenceArr(A) ≃ Grpd(A)
to the usual π0-construction in Grpd(A):

The object π0(Y, y, Y0) = (0, 0,Cok(y)) in Arr(A) gets sent via the equivalence to
the groupoid π0(G(Y, y, Y0)), i.e. the discrete groupoid of connected components of
G(Y, y, Y0), whose underlying reflexive graph is

Cok(y)
id --

id
11 Cok(y)idoo

� The π1-construction inArr(A) corresponds via the equivalenceArr(A) ≃ Grpd(A)
to the usual π1-construction in Grpd(A):

The object π1(Y, y, Y0) = (Ker(y), 0, 0) in Arr(A) gets sent via the equivalence to
the groupoid π1(G(Y, y, Y0)), i.e. the codiscrete groupoid of automorphisms of the
0-object of G(Y, y, Y0), whose underlying reflexive graph is

Ker(y)
0
))

0

55 00oo

3. The homotopy snail sequence

In this section, we work in a category with nullhomotopies (B,Θ) under the following
assumptions:

� (B,Θ) satisfies the reduced interchange condition 2.1.4;

� There exists a Θ-strong zero object as in Definition 2.1.5;

� The strong Θ-kernel of any arrow exists;

� The strong Θ-cokernel of any terminal arrow exists.
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Given an arrow g in B together with its Θ-kernel

N (g) ng
//

⇓ νg

X g
// Y

we are going to construct the “snail” sequence connecting six discrete objects

N (0N (g))
n(ng) // N (0X)

n(g) // N (0Y )
δ // π0(N (g))

π0(ng)// π0(X)
π0(g) // π0(Y )

where each pair of consecutive arrows gives, by composition, the zero arrow. The exactness
of this sequence will be discussed in Section 4.

3.0.1. Remark. The reader may have expected an exact sequence in which the first
three objects would have been of type π1 (more precisely, π1(N (g)), π1(X) and π1(Y ))
as it happens, for example, in [17, 23, 25] (see also [21] and [24] for other instances of
such a situation). Notice, however, that between a codiscrete object and a discrete object
the only possible arrow is the zero arrow. On the contrary, the objects N (0N (g)),N (0X)
and N (0Y ) are the discrete version of π1(N (g)), π1(X) and π1(Y ) and therefore, they can
participate in a non-trivial sequence with the objects of type π0. What makes the present
situation different from that in the above mentioned references is that in [17, 23, 25],
π0(X) and π1(X) do not live in the same category where X lives, whereas in our context
X, π0(X) and π1(X) all live in the same category B (π0(X) as a discrete object and π1(X)
as an codiscrete one). We will go back to this problem in Remark 3.0.4.

3.0.2. Construction.We divide the construction of the “snail” sequence into five steps:
Step 1: By applying the first part of Lemma 2.2.8 to the situations

N (0N (g))
n(ng) //

n0N (g)

��
ν0N (g)

⇒

N (0X)

n0X

��
⇐ ν0X0

id0 //

0N (g)

��

0

0X
��

N (g) ng
// X

N (0X)
n(g) //

n0X

��
ν0X ⇒

N (0Y )

n0Y

��
⇐ ν0Y0

id0 //

0X
��

0

0Y
��

X g
// Y

we get the dotted arrows n(ng) and n(g), which are unique with n(ng) ◦ ν0X = ν0N (g)
◦ ng

and n(g) ◦ ν0Y = ν0X ◦ g. If we apply now the second part of Lemma 2.2.8 to

N (0N (g))
n(ng) //

n0N (g)

��
∗N (0N (g)) ⇒

N (0X)
n(g) // N (0Y )

n0Y

��
0

id0 //

0N (g)

��

0

0Y
��

N (g)
ng //

⇑ νg
X

g // Y
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we get a nullhomotopy in Θ(n(ng) · n(g)). Since N (0Y ) is discrete (see Lemma 2.4.4), we
can conclude that n(ng) · n(g) = 0.
Step 2: Consider now the diagram

X
g //

ηX
��

0X

  

γ
0X

⇒

Y

ηY
��

0Y

~~

⇐ γ
0Y

π0(X)
π0(g) //

nc
0X

��
⇐ νc

0X

π0(Y )

nc
0Y

��
νc

0Y
⇒0

c
0X

��

0

c
0Y

��
C(0X)

c(g)
// C(0Y )

Starting from g:X → Y and applying the dual of Lemma 2.2.8, we get a unique arrow
c(g) such that γ0X ◦ c(g) = g ◦ γ0Y . If we start now from the arrow c(g): C(0X) → C(0Y )
and we work as in Step 1, we get a unique arrow π0(g) such that π0(g)◦νc

0Y
= νc

0X
◦ c(g).

Moreover, g · ηY = ηX · π0(g). To see this, we compose with νc
0Y

ηX · π0(g) ◦ νc
0Y

= ηX ◦ νc
0X

◦ c(g) = γ0X ◦ c(g) = g ◦ γ0Y = g · ηY ◦ νc
0Y

and we can conclude using the first part of Proposition 2.2.2.
If we repeat the same argument starting from ng:N (g) → X instead of g:X → Y, we get
arrows

c(ng): C(0N (g)) → C(0X) and π0(ng): π0(N (g)) → π0(X)

unique with γ0N (g) ◦ c(ng) = ng ◦ γ0X and π0(ng) ◦ νc
0X

= νc
0N (g)

◦ c(ng). Moreover, by

Proposition 2.2.2 we get ng · ηX = ηN (g) · π0(ng) as above.
Finally, the nullhomotopy νg ∈ Θ(ng · g) and the dual of the second part of Lemma 2.2.8
allow us to prove that the composite arrow

C(0N (g))
c(ng) // C(0X) c(g) // C(0Y )

is the zero arrow (because C(0Y ) is codiscrete). By the second part of Lemma 2.2.8 again,
we can conclude that also the composite arrow

π0(N (g))
π0(ng) // π0(X)

π0(g) // π0(Y )

is the zero arrow, as needed.
Step 3: In order to construct the connecting arrow δ:N (0Y ) → π0(N (g)), consider the
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following diagram

N (0Y )

n0Y

��0
N (0Y )

X

��

∆

��

⇐ ν0Y0

0Y
��

N (g)
ng //

ηN (g)

��

νg ⇑

X
g // Y

π0(N (g))

Since ν0Y ∈ Θ(n0Y · 0Y ) = Θ(0
N (0Y )
X · g), the universal property of the Θ-kernel of g gives

a unique arrow ∆:N (0Y ) → N (g) such that ∆ · ng = 0
N (0Y )
X and ∆ ◦ νg = ν0Y . We put

δ = ∆ · ηN (g):N (0Y ) → N (g) → π0(N (g))

Step 4: To check that the composite arrow

N (0X)
n(g) // N (0Y )

δ // π0(N (g))

is the zero arrow, consider the diagram

N (idN (g))

nidN (g)

��

νidN (g)
⇒

N (idX)
rXoo

sX

yy

nidX

��

νidX⇒νX,g⇐

N (0X)
tXoo

n0X

||

n(g) //

⇐ ν0X

N (0Y )

n0Y

��
ν0Y ⇒0

0X

��

0

0Y
��

N (g)
ng //

⇑ νgηN (g)

��

X
g // Y

π0(N (g))

By the universal property of N (idX), we get a unique arrow tX such that tX ·nidX = 0
N (0X)
X

and tX◦νidX = ν0X . By the universal property ofN (g), we get a unique arrow sX such that
sX ·ng = nidX and sX◦νg = νidX ◦g. Since νidX ∈ Θ(nidX ) = Θ(sX ·ng) and νidX ◦g = sX◦νg,
the fact that N (g) is strong gives us a unique nullhomotopy νX,g ∈ Θ(sX) such that
νX,g ◦ ng = νidX . Finally, since νX,g ∈ Θ(sX), by the universal property of N (idN (g)) we
get a unique arrow rX such that rX · nidN (g)

= sX and rX ◦ νidN (g)
= νX,g. Now we can

check that n(g) ·∆ = tX · rX · nidN (g)
using the first part of Proposition 2.2.2:

� n(g) ·∆ · ng = n(g) · 0N (0Y )
X = 0

N (0X)
X = tX · nidX = tX · sX · ng = tX · rX · nidN (g)

· ng
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� n(g) ·∆ ◦ νg = n(g) ◦ ν0Y = ν0X ◦ g = tX ◦ νidX ◦ g = tX · sX ◦ νg = tX · rX ·nidN (g)
◦ νg

Thanks to the previous equation, we have that

tX · rX ◦ νidN (g)
◦ ηN (g) ∈ Θ(tX · rX · nidN (g)

· ηN (g)) = Θ(n(g) ·∆ · ηN (g)) = Θ(n(g) · δ)

and, since π0(N (g)) is discrete (see Lemma 2.4.4), we can conclude that n(g) · δ is the
zero arrow.
Step 5: The fact that the composite arrow

N (0Y )
δ // π0(N (g))

π0(ng) // π0(X)

is the zero arrow is obvious:

δ · π0(ng) = ∆ · ηN (g) · π0(ng) = ∆ · ng · ηX = 0
N (0Y )
X · ηX = 0

N (0Y )
π0(X)

3.0.3. Example. We go back to the classical example treated in Section 2.5, where
(B,Θ) = (Arr(A),Θ∆). We assume that A has a zero object, pullbacks and cokernels.
Starting from a Θ∆-kernel

X
idX //

⟨x,g⟩
��

X

x
��

g // Y

y

��
X0 ×g0,y Y y′

//

g′0

33

X0 g0
// Y0

the associated snail sequence is

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0

��
Ker⟨x, g⟩ // Ker(x) // Ker(y)

δ0 // Cok⟨x, g⟩ // Cok(x) // Cok(y)

where the unlabelled arrows are the obvious ones and δ0 is given by

δ0 = ⟨0, ky⟩ · c⟨x,g⟩: Ker(y) −→ X0 ×g0,y Y −→ Cok⟨x, g⟩

so that the bottom line precisely is the snail sequence appearing in [19, 25].

3.0.4. Remark. Example 3.0.3 gives us the occasion to clarify the problem discussed in
Remark 3.0.1. If, instead of the sequence just constructed, we try to get a sequence of
the form π1-π0, in the case of (Arr(A),Θ∆) we would get

Ker⟨x, g⟩ //

��

Ker(x) //

��

Ker(y) //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0

��
0 // 0 // 0 // Cok⟨x, g⟩ // Cok(x) // Cok(y)

so that the only possible connecting homomorphism would be the zero morphism.

We end this section with a lemma about the arrow ∆:N (0Y ) → N (g) defined in Step
3 in Construction 3.0.2 above. This lemma, needed in the next section, is a generalization
of Lemma 3.2 in [23].
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3.0.5. Lemma. Consider the notation introduced in Construction 3.0.2 above. The dia-
gram

N (0Y )
∆ // N (g)

ng // X

is a kernel (in the usual categorical sense).

Proof. The fact that ∆ · ng = 0
N (0Y )
X is part of the definition of ∆ (see Step 3 in

Construction 3.0.2). Consider now an arrow a:A → N (g) such that a · ng = 0AX . This
implies that a · ng · g = 0AY and then a ◦ νg ∈ Θ(0AY ). By the universal property of N (0Y ),
we get a unique arrow b:A → N (0Y ) such that b ◦ ν0Y = a ◦ νg. To check that b ·∆ = a
we use part 1 of Proposition 2.2.2:

� b ·∆ · ng = b · 0N (0Y )
X = 0AX = a · ng

� b ·∆ ◦ νg = b ◦ ν0Y = a ◦ νg

As far as the uniqueness of b is concerned, let b′:A → N (0Y ) be such that b′ ·∆ = a. It
follows that b′ ◦ ν0Y = b′ ·∆ ◦ νg = a ◦ νg, so that b′ = b by definition of b.

4. Exactness of the snail sequence

We work under the same assumptions as in Section 3: the nullhomotopy structure Θ
satisfies the reduced interchange condition 2.1.4, the category B is equipped with a Θ-
strong zero object and has all the needed strong Θ-kernels and strong Θ-cokernels. We
moreover assume that B has pullbacks.

In this section we are going to study the S-exactness of the snail sequence built in
Section 3, where S is a suitable class of morphisms in B. The notion of S-exactness
(Definition 4.0.3) is a generalization to categories with nullhomotopies of the notion of
exactness in the context of regular pointed categories, where the role of S is played by the
class of regular epimorphisms (see, for example, [6]). This notion, in turn also generalizes
the classical notion of exactness in abelian categories.

4.0.1. Condition. We fix a class of arrows S in B satisfying the following conditions:

1. S is closed under composition,

2. S is stable under pullbacks,

3. S contains all the identities,

4. S has the left cancellation property: if a composite f · g is in S, then g is in S.

4.0.2. Remark. Note that such a class S contains all the isomorphisms. Note also that,
if we ask that all monomorphisms in S are isomorphisms, we get the notion of surjection-
like class of arrows discussed in [16] (where condition 4 is called strong right cancellation
property).
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4.0.3. Definition. Consider the diagram in (B,Θ)

W
f

//

⇓ φ

X g
// Y

We say that (f, φ, g) is S-exact if the unique factorization of (f, φ) through the Θ-kernel
(ng, νg) of g is in S.
Note that if Y is discrete, to be S-exact means that the unique factorization of f through
the categorical kernel of g is in S.

We now proceed to introduce the notions of S-proper and S-global objects generalizing
the corresponding notions of proper morphism and object with a global support. Recall
that a proper morphism in a pointed regular and protomodular category is a morphism
such that (the first morphism in) its factorization through the kernel of its cokernel is a
regular epimorphism (see [6], [11], [25]), while an object with a global support is an object
such that the terminal morphism with the object as domain is a regular epimorphism (see
[4], [5], [15]). As already mentioned in the Introduction, in an abelian category every
morphism is proper and every object is global. This is the reason why these notions
disappear in the abelian context, whereas they are used in more general contexts to
develop basic homological algebra (see [3]).

4.0.4. Definition. Let Y be an object in (B,Θ).

1. Y is S-proper if y:N (idY ) → N (ηY ) is in S, where y is the unique arrow such that
y · nηY = nidY and y ◦ νηY = νidY ◦ ηY

N (idY ) nidY

//

y %%

⇓ νidY

Y
ηY // π0(Y )

N (ηY )

nηY

<<

⇑ νηY

2. Y is S-global if ηY :Y → π0(Y ) is in S.

4.0.5. Example. Let us consider once again (B,Θ) = (Arr(A),Θ∆) and take as S the
class of arrows

X
g //

x
��

Y

y

��
X0 g0

// Y0

such that both g and g0 are regular epimorphisms in A. Observe that in (Arr(A),Θ∆),
the factorization y of Definition 4.0.4 is essentially the factorization of the arrow part y
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of an object (Y, y, Y0) through the kernel of its cokernel

Y

idY
��

idY //

idY

��

Y

y

��

// 0

��
Y

y //

y

��

Y0 cy
// Cok(y)

Y
y

��

idY

DD

Ker(cy)

kcy

DD

To start, assume just that A has a zero object, kernels and cokernels. Under these
conditions, S contains isomorphisms, each object is S-global and an object (Y, y, Y0) is
S-proper precisely when the factorization of y through the kernel of its cokernel is a
regular epimorphism. This is the definition of proper arrow used in [6, 25]. Now keep
in mind that limits and colimits in Arr(A) are computed level-wise in A. If we add the
assumption that A is regular, then S satisfies Condition 4.0.1.

4.0.6. Proposition. Consider an arrow g in (B,Θ) together with its Θ-kernel

N (g) ng
//

⇓ νg

X g
// Y

If Y and N (g) are S-proper and X is S-global where S is a class of morphisms in B
satisfying Condition 4.0.1, then the associated snail sequence

N (0N (g))
n(ng) // N (0X)

n(g) // N (0Y )
δ // π0(N (g))

π0(ng)// π0(X)
π0(g) // π0(Y )

is S-exact in N (0X),N (0Y ) and π0(X).

Proof.We use the constructions and the notations introduced in Section 3. In particular,
for the arrows tX , rX and sX and for the nullhomotopy νX,g, see Step 4 of Section 3.
Exactness in N (0X): we are going to prove that the diagram

N (0N (g))
n(ng) // N (0X)

n(g) // N (0Y )

constructed in Step 1 of Section 3, is a kernel. This implies the S-exactness because S
contains the isomorphisms. Consider an arrow a:A→ N (0X) such that a ·n(g) = 0AN (0Y ).

As a preliminary step, we check that a · tX · rX · nidN (g)
= 0AN (g) using the cancellation

property provided by Proposition 2.2.2:

� tX · rX · nidN (g)
· ng = tX · sX · ng = tX · nidX = 0

N (0X)
X = 0

N (0X)
N (g) · ng, and then

a · tX · rX · nidN (g)
· ng = a · 0N (0X)

N (g) · ng = 0AN (g) · ng
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� a · tX · rX · nidN (g)
◦ νg = a · tX · sX ◦ νg = a · tX ◦ νidX ◦ g = a ◦ ν0X ◦ g

= a · n(g) ◦ ν0Y = ∗AN (0Y ) ◦ 0
N (0Y )
Y = ∗AN (0Y ) ◦ 0

N (0Y )
N (g) · ng · g

= 0AN (g) ◦ νg

By the universal property of N (0N (g)), there exists a unique arrow a′:A→ N (0N (g)) such
that a′ ◦ ν0N (g)

= a · tX · rX ◦ νidN (g)
. Now we show that a′ · n(ng) = a using once again

Proposition 2.2.2:

� a′ · n(ng) · n0X = 0A = a · n0X

� a′ · n(ng) ◦ ν0X = a′ ◦ ν0N (g)
◦ ng = a · tX · rX ◦ νidN (g)

◦ ng = a · tX ◦ νX,g ◦ ng
= a · tX ◦ νidX = a ◦ ν0X

As far as the uniqueness of the factorization is concerned, let a′′:A → N (0N (g)) be such
that a′′ · n(ng) = a. Since clearly a′ · n0N (g)

= 0A = a′′ · n0N (g)
, to have a′′ = a′ it remains

to show that a′ ◦ ν0N (g)
= a′′ ◦ ν0N (g)

. Since the Θ-kernel N (g) is strong, it is enough to
compose with ng:

a′ ◦ ν0N (g)
◦ ng = a′ · n(ng) ◦ ν0X = a′′ · n(ng) ◦ ν0X = a′′ ◦ ν0N (g)

◦ ng

Exactness in N (0Y ): We are going to prove that the unique arrow σ making commuta-
tive the following diagram is in S:

N (δ)
nδ // N (0Y )

δ // π0(N (g))

N (0X)

σ

hh

n(g)

OO

For this, consider the factorization ∆′ of nδ ·∆ through the (homotopy) kernel of ηN (g):

N (δ)
nδ //

∆′
++

N (0Y )
∆ // N (g)

ηN (g) // π0(N (g))

N (ηN (g))

nηN (g)

OO

Consider also the factorization z obtained when, in Definition 4.0.4.1, we start from the
object N (g):

N (idN (g))
nidN (g) //

z &&

N (g)

N (ηN (g))

nηN (g)

99
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Using the arrows σ,∆′ and z, we can build up the diagram

N (δ) ∆′
// N (ηN (g))

N (0X)

σ

OO

tX
// N (idX) rX

// N (idN (g))

z

OO

To check its commutativity, we compose with nηN (g)
, which is a monomorphism because

π0(N (g)) is discrete:

σ ·∆′ · nηN (g)
= σ · nδ ·∆ = n(g) ·∆ = tX · rX · nidN (g)

= tX · rX · z · nηN (g)

By assumption, N (g) is S-proper, that is, z ∈ S. Since S is stable under pullbacks, to
prove that σ ∈ S it remains to show that the previous square is a pullback. For this,
consider two arrows

a:A→ N (idN (g)) and b:A→ N (δ)

such that a · z = b ·∆′. This equality implies that

a · nidN (g)
· ng = a · z · nηN (g)

· ng = b ·∆′ · nηN (g)
· ng = b · nδ ·∆ · ng = b · nδ · 0N (0Y )

X = 0AX

so that we can consider the nullhomotopy a ◦ νidN (g)
◦ ng ∈ Θ(a · nidN (g)

· ng) = Θ(0AX).
By the universal property of N (0X), we get a unique arrow c:A → N (0X) such that
c ◦ ν0X = a ◦ νidN (g)

◦ ng. We have to verify that c is a factorization of a and b. To check
that c·σ = b, we compose with nδ, which is a monomorphism because π0(N (g)) is discrete,
and then we use the universal property of N (0Y ):

c·σ·nδ◦ν0Y = c·n(g)◦ν0Y = c◦ν0X◦g = a◦νidN (g)
◦ng·g = a·nidN (g)

◦νg = b·nδ·∆◦νg = b·nδ◦ν0Y

where the fourth equality follows from the reduced interchange. To check that c·tX ·rX = a,
we use Proposition 2.2.2 and we compose a first time with nidN (g)

and a second time with
νidN (g)

. In the first case we use Proposition 2.2.2 again, and in the second case we use that
the Θ-kernel N (g) is strong:

� c · tX · rX ·nidN (g)
·ng = c · tX · sX ·ng = c · tX ·nidX = c · 0N (0X)

X = 0AX = a ·nidN (g)
·ng

� c · tX · rX · nidN (g)
◦ νg = c · tX · sX ◦ νg = c · tX ◦ νidX ◦ g = c ◦ ν0X ◦ g

= a ◦ νidN (g)
◦ ng · g = a · nidN (g)

◦ νg

� c · tX · rX ◦ νidN (g)
◦ ng = c · tX ◦ νX,g ◦ ng = c · tX ◦ νidX = c ◦ ν0X = a ◦ νidN (g)

◦ ng

As far as the uniqueness of the factorization c is concerned, let c′:A → N (0X) be such
that c′ · σ = b and c′ · tX · rX = a. To verify that c′ = c, we go back to the definition of c:

c′ ◦ ν0X = c′ · tX ◦ νidX = c′ · tX ◦ νX,g ◦ ng = c′ · tX · rX ◦ νidN (g)
◦ ng = a ◦ νidN (g)

◦ ng
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Exactness in π0(X): We are going to prove that the unique arrow σ making commutative
the following diagram is in S:

N (π0(g))
nπ0(g) // π0(X)

π0(g) // π0(Y )

N (0X)

σ

hh

π0(ng)

OO

We can split the pullback describing the Θ-kernel N (g) (see 2.2.7) in two steps:

N (g)
g′ //

a

!!
ng

��

N (idY )

nidY

��

y

%%
P

b||

c // N (ηY )

nηY
yy

X g
// Y

Now observe that

b · ηX · π0(g) = b · g · ηY = c · nηY · ηY = c · 0N (ηY )
π0(Y ) = 0Pπ0(Y )

so that there exists a unique arrow t:P → N (π0(g)) such that t · nπ0(g) = b · ηX . In fact,
more is true: the square

P t //

b

��

N (π0(g))

nπ0(g)

��
X ηX

// π0(X)

is a pullback. This can be proved using the following commutative diagrams:

P c //

b

��

N (ηY )

nηY

��

// 0

��
X g

//

(1)

Y ηY
//

(2)

π0(Y )

P
t //

b

��

N (π0(g))

nπ0(g)

��

// 0

��
X ηX

//

(3)

π0(X)
π0(g)

//

(4)

π0(Y )

Since (1) and (2) are pullbacks, then (1)+(2) is a pullback. This implies that (3)+(4) is
a pullback because ηX · π0(g) = g · ηY . Since (4) also is a pullback, we can conclude that
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(3) is a pullback. Finally, observe that a · t = ηN (g) · σ. To check this equality, we can
compose with nπ0(g), which is a monomorphism because π0(Y ) is discrete:

a · t · nπ0(g) = a · b · ηX = ng · ηX = ηN (g) · π0(ng) = ηN (g) · σ · nπ0(g)

Now we can conclude as follows: since Y is S-proper, y ∈ S and then a ∈ S by stability
under pullbacks. Since X is S-global, ηX ∈ S and then t ∈ S once again by stability
under pullbacks. Since S is closed under composition, the equality a · t = ηN (g) · σ and
the left cancellation property imply that σ ∈ S.

The exactness of the snail sequence in π0(N (g)) requires one more assumption on the
class S.

4.0.7. Condition. Let S be a class of arrows in B as in Condition 4.0.1. We say that
S satisfies condition (Sub) if, in the following commutative diagram, if K(x, y) and g are
in S, then K(g, g0) also is in S.

Ker(x)
K(g,g0) //

kx
��

Ker(y)

ky

��
Ker(g)

kg //

K(x,y)

��

X
g //

x

��

Y

y

��
Ker(g0) kg0

// X0 g0
// Y0

4.0.8. Remark. Condition (Sub), with S = {regular epimorphisms}, has been isolated
by Bourn in [6] (see also [3]) and is a special case of the snake lemma. It also appears in
[13] under the name of symmetric saturation property. It has been used as well in [25] to
prove the basic version of the snail lemma which, in the context of pointed protomodular
regular categories, subsumes the snake lemma. The precise situation has been explained
to us by Zurab Janelidze in a private communication and we report it here for the sake of
completeness. Assume that the category B is pointed and regular. Then condition (Sub)
is equivalent to the subtractivity of B. First, by Theorem 3 in [19], the subtractivity of B
is equivalent to the fact that the incomplete snail lemma holds in B. Now, the incomplete
snail lemma is equivalent to condition (Sub). Indeed, if in the first diagram of Section 3
in [19] we assume that the arrows Y1 → X and W1 → X are monos, then the incomplete
snail lemma precisely gives condition (Sub). For the converse implication, one has to
consider the (regular epi, mono) factorization of the same two arrows. The fact that
subtractivity implies condition (Sub) can also be checked using the pointed subobject
functor introduced in [18].

4.0.9. Proposition. Consider an arrow g in (B,Θ) together with its Θ-kernel

N (g) ng
//

⇓ νg

X g
// Y
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If X is S-proper and N (g) is S-global and if S satisfies Conditions 4.0.1 and 4.0.7, then
the associated snail sequence

N (0N (g))
n(ng) // N (0X)

n(g) // N (0Y )
δ // π0(N (g))

π0(ng)// π0(X)
π0(g) // π0(Y )

is S-exact in π0(N (g)).

Proof.We are going to prove that the unique arrow σ making commutative the following
diagram is in S:

N (π0(ng))
nπ0(ng) // π0(N (g))

π0(ng) // π0(X)

N (0Y )

σ

ii

δ

OO

Consider the following diagram, where the square is the pullback describing the Θ-kernel
of g (see 2.2.7)

N (idX) v
//

nidX

$$

g

##

⇑ νidX

⇓ τ
N (g)

g′ //

ng

��

N (idY )

nidY

��

⇐ νidY

X g
// Y

and recall that νg = g′ ◦ νidY . By the universal property of N (idY ), we get a unique arrow
g such that g · nidY = nidX · g and g ◦ νidY = νidX ◦ g. Because of the first condition on g,
we can use the universal property of the pullback N (g) and we get a unique arrow v such
that v · g′ = g and v · ng = nidX . Since

v ◦ νg = v · g′ ◦ νidY = g ◦ νidY = νidX ◦ g

the fact that the Θ-kernel N (g) is strong gives us a unique nullhomotopy τ ∈ Θ(v)
such that τ ◦ ng = νidX . Consider now the following diagram, where the solid part is
commutative and where z (respectively, x) is the factorization obtained as in Definition
4.0.4.1 when we start from the object N (g) (respectively, X), as in the second part of the
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proof of Proposition 4.0.6

N (idN (g))

z

%%
nidN (g)

**

ng

��

⇓ νidN (g)

N (0Y )

∆

��

σ // N (π0(ng))

nπ0(ng)

��
N (ηN (g)) nηN (g)

//

n(ng)

��

N (g)

ng

��

ηN (g)

// π0(N (g))

π0(ng)

��
N (ηX)

nηX // X
ηX //

g

��

π0(X)

N (idX)

v

OO

x

99
nidX

44

⇑ νidX Y

By the universal property of N (idN (g)), we get a unique arrow v such that v · nidN (g)
= v

and v ◦ νidN (g)
= τ. Moreover, the universal property of N (idX) gives a unique arrow

ng such that ng · nidX = nidN (g)
· ng and ng ◦ νidX = νidN (g)

◦ ng. Now we check that v
and ng realize an isomorphism. We will use three times the cancellation property from
Proposition 2.2.2. First, we check that ng · v = nidN (g)

:

� ng · v · ng = ng · nidX = nidN (g)
· ng

� ng · v ◦ νg = ng ◦ νidX ◦ g = νidN (g)
◦ng · g = nidN (g)

◦ νg, the last equality coming from
the reduced interchange

Second, we check that ng · v = id:

� ng · v · nidN (g)
= ng · v = nidN (g)

� ng · v ◦ νidN (g)
= ng ◦ τ = νidN (g)

where, for the last equality, we compose with ng:

� ng ◦ τ ◦ ng = ng ◦ νidX = νidN (g)
◦ ng

Third, we check that v · ng = id:

� v · ng · nidX = v · nidN (g)
· ng = v · ng = nidX

� v · ng ◦ νidX = v ◦ νidN (g)
◦ ng = τ ◦ ng = νidX

It remains to check that z · n(ng) = ng · x. For this, it is enough to compose with nηX
which is a monomorphism because π0(X) is discrete:

z · n(ng) · nηX = z · nηN (g)
· ng = nidN (g)

· ng = ng · nidX = ng · x · nηX
We can conclude as follows: since X is S-proper and ng is an isomorphism, the equality
z · n(ng) = ng · x implies that n(ng) is in S by Condition 4.0.1. Since N (g) is S-global
and ∆:N (0Y ) → N (g) is the kernel of ng (see Lemma 3.0.5), we can use Condition 4.0.7
and σ is in S.
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4.0.10. Example. Let us consider once again (B,Θ) = (Arr(A),Θ∆) with S the class
of arrows introduced in Example 4.0.5 and A a pointed regular category with kernels
and cokernels. We saw in Example 4.0.5 that S satisfies Condition 4.0.1. If we further
assume that A is protomodular, then S satisfies also Condition 4.0.7, as proved in [6].
In particular, if A is abelian, then S satisfies Conditions 4.0.1 and 4.0.7 and each object
in Arr(A) is S-global and S-proper. In conclusion, the exactness of the snail sequence
appearing in [19, 25] (see Example 3.0.3) is the special case of Propositions 4.0.6 and 4.0.9
when (B,Θ) = (Arr(A),Θ∆) and A is pointed, regular and protomodular.

4.0.11. Remark. The proof of the exactness of the snail sequence (Propositions 4.0.6
and 4.0.9) is more elaborate but similar to the proof of the exactness of the snail sequence
in the context of pointed regular protomodular categories done in [25]. Strangely enough,
Lemma 3.0.5, which is essential in the present proof, does not appear in [25] but comes
from the snail lemma for internal groupoids established in [23].

5. Sequentiable families of arrows

In this section, we fix a category A with a zero object 0, kernels and cokernels and
we introduce the category with nullhomotopies (Seq(A),Θ∆) of sequentiable families of
arrows in A. Then, under the extra assumption of A having pullbacks, we build the
homotopy snail sequence associated to a morphism in Seq(A) and analyze its S-exactness
where S is a class of arrows in Seq(A) inherited from a class of arrows, also denoted by S,
in A. To conclude, we show how the snail homotopy sequence associated to a morphism
in Seq(A) allows to construct a long sequence in A, which, under suitable conditions,
will be S-exact.

5.1. The category with nullhomotopies (Seq(A),Θ∆) of sequentiable fami-
lies of arrows in A.

5.1.1. Definition. A sequentiable family of arrows h• is a family of pairs of arrows

h• = {hn, in}n∈Z

in A with in connecting the cokernel of hn+1 with the kernel of hn:

. . . Cod(hn+1)
qn+1 // Cok(hn+1)

in // Ker(hn)
kn // Dom(hn)

hn // Cod(hn) . . .

A morphism of sequentiable families f•:h• → h′• is a family of pairs of arrows

f• = {fn: Dom(hn) → Dom(h′n), fn: Cod(hn) → Cod(h′n)}n∈Z

such that for all n ∈ Z

fn · h′n = hn · fn and f
n+1

· q′n+1 · i′n · k′n = qn+1 · in · kn · fn
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or, equivalently, such that

fn · h′n = hn · fn and C(f)n+1 · i′n = in ·K(f)n

where C(f)n+1 is the unique arrow such that f
n+1

· q′n+1 = qn+1 · C(f)n+1 and K(f)n is

the unique arrow such that K(f)n · k′n = kn · fn, as in the diagram

...
...

Dom(hn+1)
fn+1 //

hn+1

��

Dom(h′n+1)

h′n+1

��
Cod(hn+1)

f
n+1 //

qn+1

��

Cod(h′n+1)

q′n+1

��
Cok(hn+1)

C(f)n+1 //

in
��

Cok(h′n+1)

i′n
��

Ker(hn)
K(f)n //

kn
��

Ker(h′n)

k′n
��

Dom(hn)
fn //

hn
��

Dom(h′n)

h′n
��

Cod(hn)
f
n // Cod(h′n)

...
...

With the obvious identity morphisms and composition of morphisms, sequentiable families
and their morphisms give rise to a category denoted Seq(A).

5.1.2. Remark.Observe that the category Seq(A) has kernels and cokernels constructed
level-wise in A. The connecting arrows are obtained by an easy diagram chasing left to the
reader. More generally, Seq(A) inherits level-wise all limits and colimits which eventually
exist in A.

The category Seq(A) of sequentiable families is equipped with a structure of nullho-
motopies Θ∆ which extends the one we considered in Arr(A), see Section 2.5.

5.1.3. Definition. Let f•:h• → h′• be a morphism of sequentiable families. A nullho-
motopy λ• ∈ Θ∆(f•) is a family of arrows

λ• = {λn: Cod(hn) → Dom(h′n)}n∈Z
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such that hn · λn = fn and λn · h′n = f
n
for all n ∈ Z, as depicted in the diagram

Dom(hn)
fn //

hn
��

Dom(h′n)

h′n
��

Cod(hn) f
n

//

λn
55

Cod(h′n)

The composition of a nullhomotopy with morphisms on the left and on the right is defined
level-wise as in (Arr(A),Θ∆).

The following proposition shows that the category of sequentiable families of arrows
with this structure of nullhomotopies satisfies some nice properties.

5.1.4. Proposition.Consider the category with nullhomotopies (Seq(A),Θ∆) as in Def-
initions 5.1.1 and 5.1.3.

1. For a morphism f• ∈ Seq(A), if Θ∆(f•) ̸= ∅ then for all n ∈ Z the arrows K(f)n
and C(f)n are zero arrows.

2. The structure Θ∆ satisfies the reduced interchange condition 2.1.4.

3. The sequentiable family 0• = {id0, id0}n∈Z is a Θ∆-strong zero object of Seq(A).

4. If A has pullbacks, then Seq(A) has Θ∆-kernels constructed level-wise as in Arr(A),
and they are strong.

5. Dually, if A has pushouts, then Seq(A) has Θ∆-cokernels constructed level-wise as
in Arr(A), and they are strong.

Proof. The proof of points 1, 2 and 3 is straightforward. We proceed to show point 4,
the proof of 5 is dual. Given a morphism f• : h• → h′• in Seq(A), we can construct for
each level

Dom(hn)
fn //

hn
��

Dom(h′n)

h′n
��

Cod(hn) f
n

// Cod(h′n)

the correspoding Θ∆-kernel in Arr(A). Adopting the notation depicted in the following
diagram (where the region marked as p.b. is a pullback),

Dom(hn)
fn //

hPn

((
hn

��

Dom(h′n)

h′n

��

Pn
π′
n

66

πnvv p.b.
Cod(hn) f

n

// Cod(h′n)
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we have that this Θ∆-kernel in Arr(A) is given by the triple (hPn , (idDom(hn), πn), π
′
n) (see

Section 2.5). Consider now the following commutative diagram, where the upper-most
horizontal pair of rectangles depicts the Θ∆-kernel in Arr(A) at level n + 1 and the
lower-most horizontal pair of rectangles depicts the Θ∆-kernel in Arr(A) at level n:

Dom(hn+1)
id //

hPn+1

��

Dom(hn+1)
fn+1 //

hn+1��

Dom(h′n+1)

h′n+1

��
Pn+1 πn+1

//

qPn+1
��

π′
n+1

22

Cod(hn+1) f
n+1

//

qn+1

��

Cod(h′n+1)

q′n+1

��
Cok(hPn+1)

C(π)n+1 //

iPn
��

Cok(hn+1)
C(f)n+1 //

in
��

Cok(h′n+1)

i′n
��

Ker(hPn ) K(π)n

//

kPn
��

Ker(hn)
K(f)n

//

kn
��

Ker(h′n)

k′n
��

Dom(hn)
id //

hPn
��

Dom(hn)
fn //

hn��

Dom(h′n)

h′n
��

Pn πn
//

π′
n

22

Cod(hn) f
n

// Cod(h′n)

We are going to prove that, for all n ∈ Z, there exists a unique arrow

iPn : Cok(hPn+1) → Ker(hPn )

such that iPn ·K(π)n = C(π)n+1 ·in. This makes N (f•) = {hPn , iPn }n∈Z an object of Seq(A).

� Existence of iPn : first, we check that C(π)n+1 · in · kn · hPn = 0. For this, we compose
with the projections of the pullback Pn:

∗ C(π)n+1 · in · kn · hPn · πn = C(π)n+1 · in · kn · hn = C(π)n+1 · in · 0 = 0

∗ C(π)n+1 · in · kn · hPn · π′
n = C(π)n+1 · in · kn · fn = C(π)n+1 · in ·K(f)n · k′n

= C(π)n+1 · C(f)n+1 · i′n · k′n = 0

where, to justify the last equality, we precompose with the epimorphism qPn+1:
qPn+1 · C(π)n+1 · C(f)n+1 · i′n · k′n = πn+1 · fn+1

· q′n+1 · i′n · k′n =

= π′
n+1 · h′n+1 · q′n+1 · i′n · k′n = π′

n+1 · 0 · i′n · k′n = 0

Now, from C(π)n+1 · in · kn · hPn = 0, by virtue of the universal property of Ker(hPn )
we get a unique arrow iPn such that iPn · kPn = C(π)n+1 · in · kn. This can be rewritten
as iPn ·K(π)n · kn = C(π)n+1 · in · kn. Since kn is a monomorphism, we can conclude
that iPn ·K(π)n = C(π)n+1 · in.
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� Uniqueness of iPn : this follows easily by composing with the monomorphism kPn =
K(π)n · kn.

We thus have that N (f•) = {hPn , iPn }n∈Z is an object of Seq(A). Now, the fact that
(N (f•), {id, πn}n∈Z, π′

•) is the Θ∆-kernel of f• in Seq(A) follows easily from the fact
that level-wise it is the Θ∆-kernel in Arr(A). One just needs to check that the unique
morphisms obtained level-wise by the universal property of the Θ∆-kernel in Arr(A) do
assemble into a morphism in Seq(A). This follows readily by a simple diagram chasing,
we leave it to the reader as an exercise. Finally, the fact that (N (f•), {id, πn}n∈Z, π′

•) is
Θ∆-strong follows immediately from the fact that it is level-wise Θ∆-strong in Arr(A).

5.1.5. Examples. Based on the description of the Θ∆-kernel in Seq(A) contained in the
proof of Proposition 5.1.4, we list here some of the special cases of Θ∆-kernels involved in
the snail sequence:

1. The n-th level of the Θ∆-kernel of idh• is given by

Dom(hn)

id
��

id // Dom(hn)

hn��

id // Dom(hn)

hn
��

Dom(hn) hn
//

id

22

Cod(hn) id
// Cod(hn)

and the n-th connecting arrow of N (idh•) is id: 0 → 0.

2. The n-th level of the Θ∆-kernel of 0h• is given by

0

��

// 0

��

// Dom(hn)

hn
��

Ker(hn) //

khn

33

0 // Cod(hn)

and the n-th connecting arrow of N (0h•) is 0:Ker(hn+1) → 0.

3. The n-th level of the morphism ηh• :h• → π0(h•) is given by

Dom(hn) //

hn
��

0

��
Cod(hn) chn

// Cok(hn)

and the n-th connecting arrow of π0(h•) is 0: Cok(hn+1) → 0.

4. The n-th level of the factorization h•:N (idh•) → N (ηh•) of nidh•
:N (idh•) → h•

through nηh• :N (ηh•) → h• (see Definition 4.0.4) is given by

Dom(hn)
id //

id
��

Dom(hn)

hn
��

Dom(hn)
hn

// Ker(chn)
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where hn is the factorization of hn through the kernel of its cokernel.

5.2. The homotopy snail sequence associated to an arrow in (Seq(A),Θ∆).
Assume now that the category A has pullbacks and let f•:h• → h′• be a morphism in
Seq(A).

5.2.1. The construction of the sequence. By virtue of Proposition 5.1.4, the
category with nullhomotopies (Seq(A),Θ∆) satisfies the required conditions to peform the
construction of the homotopy snail sequence built in Section 3. Applying the construction
to f•:h• → h′•, we obtain a sequence

N (0N (f•)) // N (0h•) // N (0h′•)
// π0(N (f•)) // π0(h•) // π0(h

′
•). (1)

Keeping in mind the special cases of Θ∆-kernels described in Examples 5.1.5, we can make
the previous sequence explicit. Here it is from level n+ 1 to level n:

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0

��
Ker(hPn+1)

K(π)n+1//

id
��

Ker(hn+1)
K(f)n+1//

id

��

Ker(h′n+1)
⟨0,k′n+1⟩·q′n+1 //

id

��

Cok(hPn+1)
C(π)n+1//

id
��

Cok(hn+1)
C(f)n+1//

id

��

Cok(h′n+1)

id

��
Ker(hPn+1)

K(π)n+1//

��

Ker(hn+1)
K(f)n+1//

��

Ker(h′n+1)
⟨0,k′n+1⟩·q′n+1 //

��

Cok(hPn+1)
C(π)n+1//

��

Cok(hn+1)
C(f)n+1//

��

Cok(h′n+1)

��
0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0

��
0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0 //

��

0

��
Ker(hPn )

K(π)n // Ker(hn)
K(f)n // Ker(h′n)

⟨0,k′n⟩·q′n // Cok(hPn )
C(π)n // Cok(hn)

C(f)n // Cok(h′n).

5.2.2. The S-exactness of the sequence. Consider a class S of arrows in A.

5.2.3. Construction. The class S of arrows in A can be extended to a class, that
we will denote once more by S, of morphisms in Seq(A) consisting of those morphisms
f•:h• → h′• such that both fn and f

n
are in S for all n ∈ Z.

5.2.4. Proposition. The homotopy snail sequence (1) is S-exact in Seq(A) if and only
if the sequence

Ker(hPn )
K(π)n // Ker(hn)

K(f)n // Ker(h′n)
⟨0,k′n⟩·q′n // Cok(hPn )

C(π)n // Cok(hn)
C(f)n // Cok(h′n)

is S-exact in A for all n ∈ Z.

Proof. From Lemma 2.4.4, we know that all the objects involved in the homotopy snail
sequence (1) are discrete. The result then follows directly from Lemma 2.4.3 together
with Remark 5.1.2.
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5.3. The long exact homotopy snail sequence in A. Let us observe that the
connecting arrows of the sequentiable families N (f•), h• and h

′
• allow us to paste together

all the six-term sequences in A, getting a long sequence as follows:

Ker(hPn+1)
K(π)n+1// Ker(hn+1)

K(f)n+1// Ker(h′n+1)
⟨0,k′n+1⟩·q′n+1 // Cok(hPn+1)

C(π)n+1//

iPn

ss

Cok(hn+1)
C(f)n+1//

in

ss

Cok(h′n+1)

i′n

ss
Ker(hPn ) K(π)n

// Ker(hn)
K(f)n

// Ker(h′n) ⟨0,k′n⟩·q′n
// Cok(hPn ) C(π)n

// Cok(hn)
C(f)n

// Cok(h′n)

Here is an ad hoc condition which ensures the preservation of exactness of the six-term
sequences in A when we paste them all together.

5.3.1. Definition.We denote by IsoSeq(A) the full subcategory of Seq(A) of the isose-
quentiable families, that is, those families h• = {hn, in}n∈Z such that in is an isomorphism
for all n ∈ Z.

5.3.2. Proposition. Let f•:h• → h′• be a morphism in Seq(A). Take as S the class of
regular epimorphisms in A and extend S to Seq(A) as in 5.2.3. Consider the following
sequences, the first one being in Seq(A) and the second one being in A:

N (0N (f•)) // N (0h•) // N (0h′•)
// π0(N (f•)) // π0(h•) // π0(h

′
•)

Ker(hPn+1)
K(π)n+1// Ker(hn+1)

K(f)n+1// Ker(h′n+1)
⟨0,k′n+1⟩·q′n+1 // Cok(hPn+1)

C(π)n+1// Cok(hn+1)
C(f)n+1//

C(f)n+1·i′n=in·K(f)n

ss

Cok(h′n+1)

Ker(hPn ) K(π)n

// Ker(hn)
K(f)n

// Ker(h′n) ⟨0,k′n⟩·q′n
// Cok(hPn )

C(π)n // Cok(hn)
C(f)n //

C(f)n·i′n−1=in−1·K(f)n−1

ss

Cok(h′n)

Ker(hPn−1)K(π)n−1

// Ker(hn−1)
K(f)n−1

// Ker(h′n−1) ⟨0,k′n−1⟩·q′n−1

// Cok(hPn−1)C(π)n−1

// Cok(hn−1)
C(f)n−1

// Cok(h′n−1)

1. If A is regular and protomodular and if N (f•), h• and h′• are S-proper, then the
six-term sequence in Seq(A) is S-exact and each row of the long sequence in A is
S-exact.

2. If moreover h• and h′• are isosequentiable, then the long sequence in A is S-exact
at each point.

Proof. 1. Observe that every object in Seq(A) is S-global; this can be shown as it
was done for Arr(A) (see Example 4.0.5). Moreover, note that the class S in Seq(A)
satisfies Conditions 4.0.1 and 4.0.7; the argument for Seq(A) is again the same as for
Arr(A) (see Example 4.0.10). Consequently, by Propositions 4.0.6 and 4.0.9, the six-
term sequence in Seq(A) is S-exact. Therefore, by Proposition 5.2.4, each horizontal
row of the long sequence is S-exact. 2. By assumption, the connecting arrows in and i′n
are now isomorphisms. Therefore, we can paste vertically the different rows and we are
done.
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5.3.3. Remark. As already observed in Example 4.0.10 in the case (Arr(A),Θ∆), not
only each object of Seq(A) is S-global and, but if A is abelian, it is also S-proper.
Therefore, in the abelian case, the assumptions in Proposition 5.3.2 that N (h•), h• and
h′• are S-proper are redundant.

5.3.4. Remark. In general, the Θ∆-kernel of a morphism between isosequentiable fam-
ilies is not isosequentiable. The second example in 5.1.5 provides a counterexample: the
Θ∆-kernel of the initial morphism 0 → h• is isosequentaible precisely when each hn has
trivial kernel.

Let A be a pointed regular and protomodular category with cokernels. In this section
we have built a category with nullhomotopies (Seq(A),Θ∆) from A, and, associated to
each morphism between suitable objects in Seq(A), we have constructed a long exact
sequence in A by glueing the level-wise homotopy snail sequences. This construction may
remind the reader of the construction of the long exact sequence of homology associated
to a short exact sequence of chain complexes, which is performed by pasting the exact
sequences obtained by applying the snake lemma level-wise. The precise relation between
both constructions will be explored in the next section.

6. From chain complexes to sequentiable families

As in Section 5, we fix a category A with a zero object 0, kernels and cokernels. We fix
as class S of arrows in A the class of regular epimorphisms.

This section is divided in three parts. In Subsection 6.1 we build a functor F :
Ch(A) → Seq(A), from the category Ch(A) of chain complexes in A to the category
Seq(A) of sequentiable families of arrows in A. Then, in Subsection 6.2, we prove that,
whenA is regular and protomodular, the long exact sequence of homology associated to an
extension of proper chain complexes is isomorphic to the long exact sequence constructed
in Section 5.2 associated to the image via F of the second morphism of this extension. To
conclude, in Subsection 6.3, we show that when A is preadditive, the functor F can be
upgraded to a functor between categories with nullhomotopies, where Ch(A) is equipped
with the structure of nullhomotopies ΘCh provided by the classical chain homotopies,
while Seq(A) is equipped with the structure of nullhomotopies Θ∆ described in Definition
5.1.3.

6.0.1. Notation. A typical object in the category of chain complexes Ch(A) will be
depicted as

C•: . . . Cn+1

dCn+1 // Cn
dCn // Cn−1

dCn−1 // Cn−2 . . .

6.0.2. Notation. Along the section, we write proper instead of S-proper. By Example
4.0.10, we already know that an arrow in A is proper (in the sense that its factorization
through the kernel of its cokernel is a regular epimorphism) iff it is proper as an object
of (Arr(A),Θ∆). Similarly, for a sequentiable family h• = {hn, in}n∈Z, to be proper as an
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object of (Seq(A),Θ∆) amounts to the fact that each hn is a proper arrow. By analogy,
we will say that a complex C• ∈ Ch(A) is proper if each dCn is a proper arrow. In this
way, our terminology for complexes agrees with the terminology introduced in [11].

6.1. Construction of the functor F : Ch(A) → Seq(A). In this subsection we
are going to construct a functor F : Ch(A) → Seq(A).

Let us start by looking more carefully at the classical link between the snake lemma
and the long homology sequence in the abelian case (see for example [28]). Given an
extension of complexes

A•
f• // B•

g• // C•

we get a family of extensions in Arr(A)

An
fn //

dAn
��

Bn
gn //

dBn
��

Cn

dCn
��

An−1 fn−1

// Bn−1 gn−1

// Cn−1

that is, gn is the cokernel of fn and fn is the kernel of gn, and this for each n ∈ Z.
Nevertheless, in order to get the homology sequence, we do not apply the snake lemma
directly to these extensions. Instead, we factorize each one of them and we get a new
family of dotted commutative diagrams (notation F(−) is explained in Proposition 6.1.1)

An
fn //

dAn

��

qAn

((

Bn
gn //

dBn

��

qBn

((

Cn

dCn

��

qCn

((
Cok(dAn+1)

Ffn //

hFA
n

��

Cok(dBn+1)
Fgn //

hFB
n

��

Cok(dCn+1)

hFC
n

��
Ker(dAn−1) Ff

n

//

kAnvv

Ker(dBn−1) Fg
n

//

kBnvv

Ker(dCn−1)

kCnvv
An−1 fn−1

// Bn−1 gn−1

// Cn−1

(2)

Finally we apply the snake lemma to this second family of diagrams (this is possible
because Fgn is still the cokernel of Ffn and Ff

n
is still the kernel of Fg

n
) and we get

the long exact sequence in homology. Indeed, the kernel of hFAn is the homology object
Hn(A•) and the cokernel of hFAn is the homology object Hn−1(A•), and the same holds for
the complexes B• and C•. The sequentiable families of arrows in A arise precisely from
this intermediate construction, as formalized in the next proposition.
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6.1.1. Proposition. From any complex C• ∈ Ch(A), we obtain a sequentiable family of
arrows F(C•) = {hFCn , iFCn }n∈Z ∈ Seq(A) depicted hereunder (from level n+1 to level n)

Cn+1

qCn+1 //

k(dCn+1) ++

dCn+1

��

Cok(dCn+2)

hFC
n+1

��

q(dCn+1)

||

Ker(dCn )

qFC
n+1

��

kCn

xx

Cok(hFCn+1)

iFC
n

��

Cn

dCn

��

qCn

&&k(dCn )

""

Ker(hFCn )

kFC
n
��

Cok(dCn+1)

hFC
n

��

q(dCn )

ss
Cn−1 Ker(dCn−1)kCn−1

oo

where k(dCn ) is the unique arrow such that k(dCn ) ·kCn−1 = dCn and q(dCn ) is the unique arrow
such that qCn · q(dCn ) = dCn . The components of the family F(C•) are as follows:

� hFCn is the unique arrow such that qCn · hFCn = k(dCn ) or, equivalently, the unique
arrow such that hFCn · kCn−1 = q(dCn ).

� iFCn is the unique arrow such that qFCn+1 · iFCn · kFCn = kCn · qCn .

This construction extends to a functor

F :Ch(A) −→ Seq(A)

Moreover, if A is regular and protomodular, then the family F(C•) is isosequentiable
provided that the complex C• is proper.
In particular, if A is abelian, we get a functor F :Ch(A) → IsoSeq(A).

Proof. The equivalence between the two possible definitions of hFCn comes from the fact
that qCn is an epimorphism and kCn−1 is a monomorphism. As far as iFCn is concerned,
observe that, since qCn+1 is an epimorphism, Cok(hFCn+1) = Cok(k(dCn+1)). Similarly, since
kCn−1 is a monomoprphism, Ker(hFCn ) = Ker(q(dCn )). Now the argument runs as usual:
since k(dCn+1) · kCn · qCn = 0, there exists a unique jn: Cok(k(d

C
n+1)) → Cok(dCn+1) such that
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qFCn+1 · jn = kCn · qCn . Since moreover jn · q(dCn ) = 0 (precompose with qFCn+1), there exists a
unique iFCn such that iFCn · kFCn = jn.
The construction of a morphism F(g•) = {Fgn,Fgn}n∈Z:F(B•) → F(C•) from a mor-
phism g•:B• → C• in Ch(A) has been already depicted in diagram (2) and the functori-
ality of the construction is obvious. Let us check just that F(g•) is indeed a morphism in
Seq(A):

- Fg
n+1

·qFCn+1·iFCn ·kFCn = Fg
n+1

·kCn ·qCn = kBn ·gn·qCn = kBn ·qBn ·Fgn = qFBn+1·iFBn ·kFBn ·Fgn

Finally, keeping in mind what we have observed above about Cok(hFCn+1) and Ker(hFCn ),
the fact that F(C•) is isosequentiable if C• is proper and A is regular and protomodular
follows from Lemma 4.5.1 in [3]. The special case follows once again because in an abelian
category all arrows are proper.

6.1.2. Remark. Let us point out explicitly from the proof of Proposition 6.1.1 that
the homology objects of the proper complex C• can be recovered, for all n ∈ Z, as
Hn(C•) = Cok(hFCn+1) or, equivalently, as Hn(C•) = Ker(hFCn ). In other words, for an
isosequentiable family h•, we can put Hn(h•) = Cok(hn+1) or Hn(h•) = Ker(hn). In this
way, if A is regular and protomodular, the diagram

Chprop(A) F //

Hn
%%

IsoSeq(A)

Hn
yyA

obtained by restricting F to the full subcategory Chprop(A) ⊆ Ch(A) of proper com-
plexes, commutes (up to isomorphism) for all n ∈ Z. In particular, if A abelian, the
diagram

Ch(A) F //

Hn ##

IsoSeq(A)

Hn
yyA

is commutative, since every complex is proper. We can relate this fact to Remark 5.3.4:
for a complex C•, the Θ∆-kernel of the initial morphism 0 → F(C•) is isosequentiable
precisely when C• is acyclic.

6.2. The long exact sequence of homology and the long exact homotopy
snail sequence. In this subsection we show that, when A is regular and protomodular,
given a morphism g• : B• → C• between proper chain complexes such that Ker(g•) is a
proper chain complex andN (F(g•)) is proper in Seq(A), the long exact sequence in A ob-
tained by applying Proposition 5.3.2 to F(g•) is precisely the classical long exact sequence

of homology associated to the extension of chain complexes Ker(g•)
f• // B•

g• // C• .
We first show that, when A is regular, proper chain complexes are sent to proper

objects in Seq(A) under the functor A.
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6.2.1. Lemma. Let A be a regular category.

1. Consider the following situation

A
f // B

g // C h // D

If f ·g ·h is proper, f is an epimorphism and h is a monomorphism, then g is proper.

2. If a complex C• is proper, then the associated sequentiable family F(C•) is proper.

Proof. 1. We split the proof in two parts.
(a) We assume that a = g · h is proper and h is a monomorphism and we show that g is
proper. Consider the following commutative diagram

B
g

''

g

  

a

ww

a

~~

Ker(ca)

kca
��

s // Ker(cg)

kcg
��

t
oo

D

ca
��

C
hoo

cg
��

Cok(a) Cok(g)
h′

oo

Since kcg · h · ca = 0, there exists a unique arrow t such that t · kca = kcg · h. Since
a · kca = g · kcg · h, with a a regular epimorphism (because a is proper) and kcg · h a
monomorphism, there exists a unique arrow s such that a · s = g and s · kcg · h = kca .
Composing on the left with a and on the right with kca , one checks that s · t = id.
Composing on the right with kcg · h, one checks that t · s = id. Therefore, a and g are
equal up to an isomorphism, so that g is a regular epimorphism, that is, g is proper.
(b) We assume that b = f · g is proper and f is an epimorphism and we show that g is
proper. Consider the following commutative diagram

A
f //

b

$$

b
��

B

g
��

g

zz

Ker(cb)

kcb
**

t
// Ker(cg)

kcg
ttC

cb

{{

cg

##
Cok(b) s

// Cok(g)
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Since f is an epimorphism, the unique arrow s such that cb · s = cg is an isomorphism.
Therefore, the unique arrow t such that t · kcg = kcb also is an isomorphism. Since

b · t = f ·g (compose with kcg to check this) and since b is a regular epimorphism (because
b is proper), we conclude that g is a regular epimorphism, that is, g is proper.
2. This follows from 1. because, for all n ∈ Z, we have qCn · hFCn · kCn−1 = dCn , which is
proper (notation as in Proposition 6.1.1).

6.2.2. Corollary. Let A be regular and protomodular and let g•:B• → C• be a mor-
phism of proper complexes. If N (F(g•)) is proper, then we get a long exact sequence in
homology

. . . Hn+1(B•) // Hn+1(C•) // Cok(hPn+1) // Hn(B•) // Hn(C•) . . .

In particular, if A is abelian this holds with no assumption on B•, C• and N (F(g•)).

Proof. This is the long exact sequence of Proposition 5.3.2 applied to F(g•):F(B•) →
F(C•) (we need Lemma 6.2.1 to use Proposition 5.3.2). Therefore, {hPn }n∈Z is the first
component of the Θ∆-kernel N (F(g•)) in Seq(A) and the homology objects of B• and
C• appear in the sequence as explained in Remark 6.1.2.

It is time to compare the long sequence of Corollary 6.2.2 with the usual one obtained
from an extension of complexes, but this is an easy task.

6.2.3. Proposition. Let A be a regular and protomodular category and consider an
extension of proper complexes

A•
f• // B•

g• // C•

Assume also that the sequentiable family N (F(g•)) is proper. Then, the long exact se-
quence of Corollary 6.2.2 is nothing but the usual one

. . . Hn+1(B•) // Hn+1(C•) // Hn(A•) // Hn(B•) // Hn(C•) . . .

Proof. The long exact sequence of Corollary 6.2.2 is obtained pasting together infinitely
many copies of the six-term snail sequence coming from

Cok(dBn+1)
id //

hPn
��

Cok(dBn+1)
Fgn //

hFB
n

��

Cok(dCn+1)

hFC
n

��
Pn πn

// Ker(dBn−1) Fg
n

// Ker(dCn−1)

The usual long exact sequence in homology is obtained pasting together infinitely many
copies of the six-term snake sequence coming from

Cok(dAn+1)
Ffn //

hFA
n

��

Cok(dBn+1)
Fgn //

hFB
n

��

Cok(dCn+1)

hFC
n

��
Ker(dAn−1) Ff

n

// Ker(dBn−1) Fg
n

// Ker(dCn−1)
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Since, for all n ∈ Z, the arrow Fgn is a regular epimorphism (because gn · qCn = qBn · Fgn,
see (2), and gn is a regular epimorphism), we can apply Proposition 4.3 in [25] and we
have that the two six-term exact sequences are isomorphic.

6.2.4. Remark. Notice that if A is abelian, then every complex is proper and every
sequentiable family is also proper (see Example 4.0.10). Therefore, in this case, the
assumptions in Proposition 6.2.3 that the complexes A•, B• and C• are proper and the
assumption that N (F(g•)) is proper are all redundant.

6.2.5. Remark. Under the same assumptions, we can reformulate the proof of Propo-
sition 6.2.3 in a more concise way. First, observe that the functor F :Ch(A) → Seq(A)
preserves kernels and regular epimorphisms (use Remark 5.1.2). Second, compare the
kernel and the Θ∆-kernel of F(g•) in Seq(A):

F(A•)
F(f•) //

σ
((

F(B•)
F(g•) // F(C•)

N (F(g•))

nF(g•)

OO

Proposition 4.3 in [25] provides the non-trivial part of the proof that the comparison σ is
a quasi-isomorphism, that is, all the induced arrows C(σ)n and K(σ)n are isomorphisms.
Keeping in mind Remark 6.1.2, this means that Hn(A•) ≃ Hn(F(A•)) ≃ Cok(hPn+1) and
we can conclude that the long exact sequence of Corollary 6.2.2 is the usual long homology
sequence.

6.3. Nullhomotopies in Ch(A) and nullhomotopies in Seq(A). To conclude,
assume that A is preadditive (= enriched in abelian groups) and let us make more precise
the comparison between chain complexes and sequentiable families in this situation.

Recall that, when A is preadditive, the category Ch(A) is equipped with a structure
of nullhomotopies ΘCh defined as follows. For a morphism g•:B• → C•, a nullhomotopy
φ• ∈ ΘCh(g•) is a family {φn:Bn → Cn+1}n∈Z of arrows in A such that, for all n ∈ Z,
φn · dCn+1 + dBn · φn−1 = gn, as in the following diagram:

Bn+1
gn+1 //

dBn+1

��

Cn+1

dCn+1

��
Bn

gn //

dBn
��

φn

77

Cn

dCn
��

Bn−1 gn−1

//

φn−1

77

Cn−1

For morphisms f•:A• → B• and h•:C• → D•, the nullhomotopy f• ◦φ• ◦ h• is defined by
{fn · φn · hn+1}n∈Z.
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6.3.1. Remark. The structure ΘCh in Ch(A) is not so good as the structure Θ∆ in
Seq(A) is. Here is why:

1. The main problem with ΘCh is that the reduced interchange condition 2.1.4 is not
satisfied. To see this, start with any morphism of complexes g•:B• → C• and any
nullhomotopy φ• ∈ ΘCh(g•). Then, construct the following diagram, where C•[−1]
is the (−1)-translate of C•,

C• // 0 // C•[−1]

equipped with the nullhomotopy given by the family of identity arrows. Explicitly:

Bn+1
gn+1 //

dBn+1

��

Cn+1
//

dCn+1

��

0 //

��

Cn

−dCn
��

Bn gn
//

φn

77

Cn //

id

33

0 // Cn−1

The reduced interchange condition between the two depicted nullhomotopies gives
φn · 0 = gn · idCn , so that one would have gn = 0 for all n ∈ Z.

2. Another problem is that, for any complex C•, the canonical arrow ηC• :C• → π0(C•)
is the identity arrow. This comes from the fact that in the diagram

C• // 0 // C•[−1]

equipped with the already mentioned nullhomotopy, the left part is the ΘCh-kernel
of the right part and the right part is the ΘCh-cokernel of the left part. As a
consequence, in (Ch(A),ΘCh) each object is S-global and S-proper (in the sense of
Definition 4.0.3), and this whatever the class S is.

Recall the following definition from [26].

6.3.2. Definition.Amorphism F : (A,ΘA) → (B,ΘB) of categories with nullhomotopies
is a functor F :A → B equipped, for every arrow g:B → C in A, with a map

Fg: ΘA(g) −→ ΘB(F(g))

such that Ff ·g·h(f ◦ φ ◦ h) = F(f) ◦ Fg(φ) ◦ F(h) for all f :A→ B and h:C → D.

6.3.3. Proposition. If A is preadditive, the functor F of Proposition 6.1.1 extends to
a morphism of categories with nullhomotopies

F : (Ch(A),ΘCh) −→ (Seq(A),Θ∆)
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Proof. To start, consider a morphism of complexes g•:B• → C• and a nullhomotopy
φ• ∈ ΘCh(g•). The situation is depicted by the following diagram

Bn
gn //

dBn

��

qBn

yy

Cn
qCn

%%

dCn

��

Cok(dBn+1)
Fgn //

hFB
n

��

Cok(dCn+1)

hFC
n

��
Ker(dBn−1) Fg

n

//

kBn−1 %%

Ker(dCn−1)

kCn−1yy
Bn−1 gn−1

//

φn−1

DD

Cn−1

The nullhomotopy F(φ•) ∈ Θ∆(F(g•)) is defined, in degree n, by the formula

F(φ)n = kBn−1 · φn−1 · qCn

To check the condition hFBn ·F(φ)n = Fgn, compose on the left with the epimorphism qBn .
To check the condition F(φ)n ·hFCn = Fg

n
, compose on the right with the monomorphism

kCn−1. The rest of the proof is straightforward.

6.3.4. Remark. Proposition 6.3.3 can actually be slightly improved: Under suitable
assumptions, the categories with nullhomotopies (Ch(A),ΘCh) and (Seq(A),Θ∆) can
be upgraded to 2-categories and the functor F : (Ch(A),ΘCh) → (Seq(A),Θ∆) can be
upgraded to a 2-functor:

1. When A is preadditive, the category Ch(A) has a 2-categorical structure: an ho-
motopy φ•: f• ⇒ g•:B• ⇒ C• is an element in ΘCh(A)(g• − f•). Explicitly, φ•
is a family {φn:Bn → Cn+1}n∈Z such that gn = fn + φn · dCn+1 + dBn · φn−1 for
all n ∈ Z. A 2-cell [φ•]: f• ⇒ g• is a class of homotopies, where two homotopies
φ•, ψ•: f• ⇒ g• are equivalent if there exists a family {αn:Bn → Cn+2}n∈Z such that
φn = ψn + αn · dCn+2 − dBn · αn−1 for all n ∈ Z.

2. When A is additive and has finite limits, there is an equivalence of categories
Arr(A) ≃ Grpd(A), where the latter is the category of internal groupoids and in-
ternal functors in A. Since Grpd(A) is a 2-category (2-cells are the internal natural
transformations in the sense of [1], Chapter 8), using this equivalence we get a 2-
categorical structure on Arr(A). A 2-cell φ: (f, f0) ⇒ (g, g0): (B, b,B0) ⇒ (C, c, C0)
is an arrow φ:B0 → C such that g = f + b · φ and g0 = f0 + φ · c. Clearly,
the 2-categorical structure of Arr(A) can be extended level-wise to a 2-categorical
structure for Seq(A).

3. It is then easy to see that, when A is additive and has finite limits, the functor
F :Ch(A) → Seq(A) of Proposition 6.1.1 is a 2-functor. The argument is essentially
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the same as in the proof of Proposition 6.3.3, one has just to check that the definition
of F on homotopies is compatible with the equivalence relation used in Ch(A) to
define 2-cells.

Let us end this remark with a comment about the terminology introduced in Remark 6.2.5.
On one hand, the use of the name quasi-isomorphism in the category Seq(A) is justified
by the fact that, by Remark 6.1.2, a morphism in Ch(A) is a quasi-isomorphism if and
only if its image under the functor F is a quasi-isomorphism in IsoSeq(A). On the other
hand, by analogy with the simpler situation of Arr(A), quasi-isomoprhisms in Seq(A)
could be called weak equivalences. Indeed, under the biequivalence Arr(A) ≃ Grpd(A),
morphisms (g, g0): (B, b,B0) → (C, c, C0) such that K(g) and C(g0) are isomorphisms
correspond to weak equivalences.
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Chemin du Cyclotron 2, B 1348 Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgique

Email: julia.ramosgonzalez@kuleuven.be, enrico.vitale@uclouvain.be

This article may be accessed at http://www.tac.mta.ca/tac/



THEORY AND APPLICATIONS OF CATEGORIES will disseminate articles that significantly advance
the study of categorical algebra or methods, or that make significant new contributions to mathematical
science using categorical methods. The scope of the journal includes: all areas of pure category theory,
including higher dimensional categories; applications of category theory to algebra, geometry and topology
and other areas of mathematics; applications of category theory to computer science, physics and other
mathematical sciences; contributions to scientific knowledge that make use of categorical methods.
Articles appearing in the journal have been carefully and critically refereed under the responsibility of
members of the Editorial Board. Only papers judged to be both significant and excellent are accepted
for publication.

Subscription information Individual subscribers receive abstracts of articles by e-mail as they
are published. To subscribe, send e-mail to tac@mta.ca including a full name and postal address. Full
text of the journal is freely available at http://www.tac.mta.ca/tac/.

Information for authors LATEX2e is required. Articles may be submitted in PDF by email
directly to a Transmitting Editor following the author instructions at
http://www.tac.mta.ca/tac/authinfo.html.

Managing editor. Geoff Cruttwell, Mount Allison University: gcruttwell@mta.ca

TEXnical editor. Nathanael Arkor, Tallinn University of Technology.

Assistant TEX editor. Gavin Seal, Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne:
gavin seal@fastmail.fm

TEX editor emeritus. Michael Barr, McGill University: michael.barr@mcgill.ca

Transmitting editors.
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