
Categorical Syllogisms 

 

The Structure of Syllogism 

A categorical syllogism is an argument consisting of exactly three 

categorical propositions (two premises and a conclusion) in which there 

appear a total of exactly three categorical terms, each of which is used 

exactly twice.  

One of those terms must be used as the subject term of the conclusion of 

the syllogism, and we call it the minor term of the syllogism as a whole. 

The major term of the syllogism is the predicate term of its conclusion. 

The third term in the syllogism doesn't occur in the conclusion at all, but 

must be employed in each of its premises; hence, we call it the middle 

term. 

The premise that states some relation between its middle and major 

terms, we call that the major premise of the syllogism. The other 

premise, which links the middle and minor terms, we call the minor 

premise. 

Consider, for example, the categorical syllogism:  

                No geese are felines. – major premise 

                Some birds are geese. – minor premise 

       Therefore, Some birds are not felines. – conclusion 

The major term of the syllogism is "felines" (the predicate term of its 

conclusion) 

The minor term of the syllogism is "birds" (the subject term of the 

conclusion) 

The middle term is "geese". 

A categorical syllogism in standard form always begins with the 

premises, major first and then minor, and then finishes with the 

conclusion. 



The mood and figure of the syllogism 

The mood of a syllogism is a statement of which categorical propositions 

(A, E, I, or O) it comprises, listed in the order in which they appear in 

standard form. Thus, a syllogism with a mood of OAO has an O 

proposition as its major premise, an A proposition as its minor premise, 

and another O proposition as its conclusion; and EIO syllogism has an 

E major premise, and I minor premise, and an O conclusion; etc.  

The figure of the syllogism is solely determined by the position in which 

its middle term appears in the two premises: 

- in a first-figure syllogism, the middle term is the subject term of 

the major premise and the predicate term of the minor premise; 

- in second figure, the middle term is the predicate term of both 

premises; 

- in third, the subject term of both premises; and 

- in fourth figure, the middle term appears as the predicate term of 

the major premise and the subject term of the minor premise. 

The four figures may be easier to remember as a simple chart showing 

the position of the terms in each of the premises: 
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Form and Validity 

The validity of a categorical syllogism depends solely upon its logical 

form. Remember our earlier definition: an argument is valid when, if its 

premises were true, then its conclusion would also have to be true. The 

application of this definition in no way depends upon the content of a 

specific categorical syllogism. If a syllogism is valid, it is impossible for 

its premises to be true while its conclusion is false, and that can be the 

case only if there is something faulty in its general form. 


