
An introduction to algebraic fundamental groups

1 Notations and Statement of the Main Results

Throughout the talk, all schemes are locally Noetherian. All maps are of locally finite type.
There two main motivations of Grothendieck to develop the étale cohomology: proving the

Weil Conjecture and introducing the fundamental groups to the category of schemes. As we all
know, the Zariski topology is too coarse to consider any reasonable loop on it. On the other hand,
we are indeed looking for something involving the scheme structure. So, one should define the
covering on the level of rings.

Also, we need to give some new understanding of the fundamental group. An alternative way
to interpret fundamental group is to view it as the transformation group of the universal covering
space. Say, X̃ is the universal covering of X. Then we can reasonably define π1(X) = AutX(X̃).
However, this brings another problem: if we begin with an elliptic curve X = C/Z2, we should
expect its universal covering to be C. Unfortunately, there is no morphism between C and X in
the category of schemes because, essentially, there is no infinite cover in the category of schemes.

So, the way to solve the problem is to define what is visible in the category of schemes to
be the universal covering (or equivalently the fundamental groups), namely, the ”collection” of all
coverings which corresponding to the subgroups of fundamental group of finite index. To be more
precise, we expect the following diagram

Topology and Geometry Side Algebraic Geometry Side
Coverings in the topological sense Étale morphisms

Finite index subgroups of πgeo
1 Finite étale morphisms

πgeo
1 πalg

1 = lim
←−

H¢G

G/H

Definition 1.1. We say a homomorphism f : A → B is étale if
(i) it is of finite type and flat;
(ii) it is unramified, namely, for any prime q ∈ Spec B and p = q ∩A ∈ Spec A, we have B/pB

is a finite separable field extension of A/pA.

What we are interested in are finite étale maps. They are both open and closed map. Here
is a list of general properties of étale maps.

• Locally, étale map looks like Spec B = Spec
(
A[T ]/f(T )

)
g
→ Spec A, where f(T ) is a unitary

polynomial and f ′(T ) is invertible in B. Or, more generally, Spec
( A[T1,··· ,Tn]

f1(T ),··· ,fn(T )

)
g
, where the

Jacobian Jac(∂fi/∂Tj) is invertible. (Note: we have same n here)

• f : X → S is unramified at x ∈ X ⇔ ΩX/S,x = 0 ⇔ ∆ : X → X ×S X is an open immersion
in a neighborhood of x. (In affine case, this means that the diagonal map maps X to a
“connected component” of X ×S X.)

• The lifting problem for closed subscheme Z0 of Z defined by ideal sheaf I such that I2 = 0
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(or equivalently, IN = 0 for some N)

X

f

²²

Z0
oo

²²
Y Zoo

``A
A

A
A

has a (resp. unique) solution if and only if f is smooth (resp. étale).

• The étaleness is preserved under base change and composition. Moreover, for X
f→ Y

g→ Z,
if g and g ◦ f are étale, then f is.

Now, we will state the main result of this talk.

Theorem 1.2 (Fundamental Group). Let X be a connected locally noetherian scheme and
FEt(X) be the category of finite étale cover of X. Fix a geometric point x̄ ∈ X, then there
exists an profinite group G = π1(X, x̄) and an equivalence of category FEt(X) ∼→ G−setscont..
For a different choice x̄′ ∈ X, there is a continuous isomorphism π1(X, x̄) ∼= π1(X, x̄′) and the
isomorphism is unique up to an inner automorphism.

A special case of this theorem is the category of finite étale covers of Spec(k) for k a field. In
that case, G = Gal(ksep/k).

Theorem 1.3 (First Homotopy Exact Sequence). Let Y be a connected locally noetherian
scheme. Let f : X → Y satisfy the following (technical) condition:

• f is proper;

• f is separable in the sense that every fiber is geometrically reduced;

• f∗(OX) ∼← Y .

Let ā be a geometric point of X and ȳ its image in Y . Denote the geometric fiber by Xȳ. Then,
we have an exact sequence of fundamental groups:

π1(Xȳ, ā)
φ // π1(X, ā)

ψ // π1(Y, ȳ) // (1)

2 Construction of Fundamental Groups

Throughout this chapter, S denotes a connected scheme. We will use the formalism of Galois
category. The category C = FEt(S) is called Galois if it satisfies the following conditions:

(G0) C has an initial object φ (the empty scheme) and a final object S.

(G1) Finite fibre products exist in C.
(G2) If X, Y ∈ C, then the disjoint union X

∐
Y ∈ C.
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(G3) Any morphism u : X → Y in C admits a (unique) factorization of the form

X

u1 ÃÃA
AA

AA
AA

u // Y

Y1

/ ² j

>>~~~~~~~

where u1 is effective epimorphism (i.e., surjective étale) and Y = Y1
∐

Y2 for Y2 ∈ C.
In fact, this follows from that a finite étale map is both closed and open.

(G4) If X ∈ C and G is a finite group acting on the right (g∗ ◦ h∗ = (hg)∗). Then the quotient
X/G exists and X → X/G is effective epimorphism (surjective étale).

Since étaleness can be descent under faithfully flat map, by passing to the strictly henselization
of OS,s for any s ∈ S, we are reduced to the trivial case.

Next, I will define a covariant functor F from C = FEt(S) to the category of finite sets, called
the fundamental functor. This map will become the map of equivalence of category between C and
G−setscont.. Fix a geometric point s̄ = Spec Ω. For any X ∈ FEt(S), we define F (X) to be the
set of commutative diagrams (or equivalently, the geometric points of X above ā)

X

²²
s̄ = Spec Ω

99ssssssssss
// S

It is obvious that |F (X)| = rank(X/S). Moreover, given a morphism X → Y in the category C,
we have a natural map F (X) → F (Y ). The functor satisfies the following axioms:

(F0) F (X) = φ ⇐⇒ X = φ. And F (S) = {e} is a one pointed set.

(F1) F (X ×Z Y ) = F (X)×F (Z) F (Y ), ∀X, Y, Z ∈ C.
(F2) F (X1

∐
X2) = F (X1)

∐
F (X2).

(F3) If X → Y is an effective epimorphism in C, then the map F (X) → F (Y ) is onto.

(F4) Let X ∈ C and G acts as S-automorphism on the right. Then G acts naturally on the right
of F (X) via the following commutative diagram:

X

η ""DD
DD

DD
DD

((QQQQQQQQQQQQQQQQQ

g∗

²²

s̄ = Spec Ω
η(x) //

x

99tttttttttt

xg

%%JJJJJJJJJJ X/G // S

X

η
<<zzzzzzzz

66mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

Moreover, we have a natural bijection η̃ : F (X)/G → F (X/G).

The bijectivity follows from the following facts: (i) for any point p ∈ X/G, the action of G on
the fiber is transitive and (ii) for any point m ∈ η−1(p) in the fiber, the decomposition group
Gp at p surjectively maps to Gal(k(m)/k(p)).
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(F5) If u : X → Y is a morphism in C such that the corresponding map F (u) : F (X) → F (Y ) is
bijective, then u is isomorphism.

Example 2.1. Before going further, we first study what happens to the classical case of covering of
locally arcwise connected topological spaces S. The category C consists of all topological coverings
X of S and all maps are covering maps. Pick a point s ∈ S, define F (X) = u−1(s) for u : X → S.
Then, as well known, we have a universal covering S̃, satisfying the following two properties:
π1(S, s) = AutS(S̃) and HomC(S̃, X) ∼→ F (X), ∀X ∈ C.
Definition 2.2. A covariant functor F : C → Sets is called representable if there exists X ∈ C
and ξ ∈ F (X) such that HomC(X, Y ) → F (Y ), f 7→ F (f)(ξ) is bijective, i.e., Hom(X,−) → F is
an isomorphism of functors.

As indicated by the example, we will prove that F is pro-presentable, i.e., there exists a
“compatible” family {Si, ξi}i∈I for Si ∈ C, ξi ∈ F (Si), such that F (X) = lim

−→
i∈I

Hom(Si, X), ∀X ∈ C.
I claim without proof that this is not too different from the classical case except that we do not

have a universal covering, but inductive limit instead. In practise, one can show that, it is enough
to take all the connected objects Si ∈ C and all ξi ∈ F (Si) with effective epimorphisms between
them. We then have pro-representability.

Next, we will try to extract the group from the information given by Si. We note that for any
connected X ∈ C, σ ∈ Aut(X) acts on ξ ∈ F (X) via ξ 7→ σ ◦ ξ. This gives a map Aut(X) ↪→ F (X).

Definition 2.3. A connected object X ∈ C is called galois if for any ξ ∈ F (X), the map Aut(X) →
F (X) defined by u 7→ u ◦ ξ is a bijection.

Lemma 2.4. For any η ∈ F (Y ), we have a galois object X, ξ ∈ F (X) and u ∈ HomC(X, Y ) such
that F (u)(ξ) = η.

This lemma is crucial in the proof of the existence of fundamental group. Granted by this
lemma, we may assume that the Si representing F are given by galois ones. Moreover, we can take
only one fixed τi ∈ F (Si) but not all the elements in F (Si).

Let Gi = Aut(Si) and τi be the fixed element. We have a bijection θi : Gi → F (Si) defined by
u 7→ u ◦ τi. Denote the transition map of Si to be φij : Sj → Si, i.e., F (φij)(τj) = τi. Therefore, we
can define ψij to be

Gj
θj // F (Sj)

F (φij)// F (Si)
θ−1
i // Gi.

In other word, we have the commutative diagram

Si
ψij(u) //___ Si

Sj

φij

OO

u // Sj

φij

OO

Therefore, we obtain the fundamental group as a profinite group

π1(S, s̄) = lim
←−
ψij

Gi.

One can show that the functor F establishes an equivalence of category of FEt(S) and
G−setscont., where G = π1(S, s̄). Moreover, from the construction, it depends on the choice of
τi, which means that the fundamental group is defined up to an inner automorphism.
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3 First Homotopy Exact Sequence

From the construction of fundamental group, we see that it is functorial in the sense that given a
morphism f : X → Y , mapping x̄ to ȳ, we have a functor f∗ : FEt(Y ) → FEt(X). This gives rise
to a natural continuous homomorphism f∗ : π1(X, x̄) → π1(Y, ȳ).

We can interpret the property of the map f∗ in terms of the property of the corresponding
functor f∗ : FEt(Y ) → FEt(X).

• f∗ is surjective if and only if for any connected Y ′ ∈ FEt(Y ), Y ′ ×Y X ∈ FEt(X) is also
connected.

• f∗ is trivial if and only if for any X ∈ FEt(Y ), Y ′ ×Y X is isomorphic to disjoint union of
finite copies of X.

Now, under the prescribe condition of Theorem 1.3, we will show the surjectivity of the last
map and the triviality of the composition in the sequence of fundamental groups.

π1(Xȳ, ā)
φ // π1(X, ā)

ψ // π1(Y, ȳ) // (1) .

To see that ψ is surjective, it is suffice to look at the connected étale base change Y ′ → Y :

X

f

²²

X ×Y Y ′ = X ′oo

f ′(proper)

²²
Y Y ′oo

Since OY = f∗(OX), f ′∗(OX′) = f ′∗(OX ⊗OY
OY ′) = (f ′∗OX)⊗OY

OY ′ = OY ′ . Therefore, X ′ is
connected by Zariski connected theorem.

As to the composition, we note that for any base change Y ′ → Y , Y ′ ×Y k(y) =
∐

finite k(y).
Therefore, φ ◦ ψ = 0 follows.

The hard part of the proof is the exactness at the middle term which I will omit, which involves
a beautiful use of theorem of cohomology of base change.

Remark 3.1. If we drop the assumptions f∗(OX) = OY and Y connected, we have a long exact
sequence:

π1(Xȳ, ā)
φ // π1(X, ā)

ψ // π1(Y, ȳ) // π0(Xȳ, ā)
φ // π0(X, ā)

ψ // π0(Y, ȳ) // (1)

where π0(−, ∗) denotes the (pointed) sets of (connected) components of the corresponding schemes.

4 Existence Theorem and Its Application

Theorem 4.1 (Existence Theorem). Let S be a locally noetherian scheme and for simplicity
S0 = Sred. Then we have an equivalence of category FEt(S) ∼→ FEt(S0). More precisely,

• ∀X, Y ∈ FEt(S), we have HomS(X, Y ) = HomS0(X0, Y0) and

• if X0 ∈ FEt(S0), then ∃X ∈ FEt(S) such that X ×S S0
∼→ X0.
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The first assertion follows immediately from the lifting property of étale map. But the second
needs hard descent theory, which I will not talk about. This theorem tells us that somehow the
fundamental group “depends only on the topological space”.

An application of the existence theorem is the following

Theorem 4.2 (Second Homotopy Exact Sequence). Let A be a complete noetherian local
ring and S = Spec A with s̄0 as the geometric point at the closed point. Let X be a proper S-
scheme and X̄0 = X ×S s̄0 its geometric special fiber. Assume that X̄0 is connected. Then the
following sequence is exact.

(1) // π1(X̄0, ā0) // π1(X, a0) // π1(S, s̄0) // (1)

Moreover, we have isomorphism π1(S, s̄0) ∼= Gal(k(s̄0)/k(s0)).

Now, let ā1 be an arbitrary geometric point of X and x̄1 its image in S. Denote X̄1 = X×S s̄1.
Then we get a (non-exact) sequence

π1(X̄1, ā1) // π1(X, a1) // π1(S, s̄1) // (1)

such that the composition is trivial. And we have the following diagram:

π1(X̄1, ā1) // π1(X, a1) //

β

²²

π1(S, s̄1) //

α

²²

(1)

(1) // π1(X̄0, ā0) // π1(X, a0) // π1(S, s̄0) // (1)

This is not necessarily commutative; but it is commutative up to an inner automorphism of
π1(S, s̄0).

Therefore, we obtain a continuous homomorphism π1(X̄1, ā1) → π1(X̄0, ā0) determined up to
an inner automorphism of π1(X). This is called the homomorphism of specialization of the
fundamental group.

In particular, if X is separable over S, the first row is exact, and hence π1(X̄1, ā1) → π1(X̄0, ā0)
is surjective. In general, for S arbitrary locally noetherian scheme and X with universally con-
nected fibers, if s̄0 Ã s̄1, the specialization map is surjective. We say that the fundamental group
also satisfies the semi-continuity property.
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