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Abstract
Contemporary aesthetic theory increasingly resists judgment while continuing to rely upon evaluative language. Beauty is often treated as subjective response, cultural construction, or therapeutic effect, even as claims of success, failure, depth, or triviality persist without clear justification. Propositional Aesthetics: Form, Judgment, and the Authority of Beauty by S. C. Sayles addresses this tension by asking what conditions must obtain for aesthetic judgment to remain intelligible rather than merely expressive.
This paper offers an extended analytic exposition of Sayles’ system-building proposal, arguing that its central contribution lies in re-articulating aesthetics as a normative practice rather than a domain of preference. Drawing directly on the book’s propositions, the paper shows how Sayles reconceives form as a condition of intelligibility rather than an imposed hierarchy, judgment as corrigible and reason-giving rather than authoritarian, and aesthetic evaluation as accountable to standards that exceed individual response without collapsing into institutional power or relativism. Endurance is treated not as a definition of beauty but as a revisable indicator of judgments that continue to withstand critical scrutiny over time.
The result is not a theory of taste, a canon-building exercise, or a metaphysical system of beauty, but a structural account of what must be in place—conceptually and procedurally—for aesthetic disagreement, correction, and seriousness to be possible at all.

Introduction: The Problem of Judgment in Modern Aesthetics
Modern aesthetics exhibits a striking asymmetry. On the one hand, evaluative language remains pervasive. Works are described as powerful, important, beautiful, shallow, problematic, or trivial. On the other hand, the conceptual resources required to justify such evaluations are routinely withheld or treated with suspicion. Evaluation persists, but normativity is often disavowed or left implicit.
Propositional Aesthetics begins by naming this tension rather than attempting to dissolve it through compromise. Sayles argues that the difficulty facing modern aesthetics does not arise primarily from disagreement about taste, style, or cultural meaning, but from uncertainty about how aesthetic judgments are to be understood as judgments at all. Aesthetics, on this view, has increasingly avoided asking what makes an evaluative claim more than a report of response or preference.
The book’s opening claim is therefore structural rather than historical:
“Aesthetic claims are not expressions of preference but assertions about form.”
This claim does not deny the role of experience, context, or response in aesthetic life. Rather, it insists that when evaluative language is used—when something is called beautiful, failed, or incoherent—a claim is being made that is, at least in principle, open to assessment as more or less adequate. To assert something about form is to assert something that can be discussed, criticised, and revised. Error must therefore remain possible if aesthetic judgment is to be intelligible rather than merely expressive.
In this respect, Sayles treats aesthetics as functionally comparable to other normative practices—such as reasoning or ethical deliberation—not by equating their subject matter, but by noting that each depends upon shared standards, reasons, and the possibility of correction. Where such conditions are denied, evaluative discourse does not disappear, but it changes its character, becoming descriptive, sociological, or therapeutic rather than adjudicative.
This paper should therefore be read as a contribution to meta-aesthetics rather than to taste theory or art criticism. Its aim is not to adjudicate particular aesthetic disputes, but to clarify what must be in place for such disputes to be intelligible as disputes at all. Concepts such as jurisdiction, authority, and form are introduced not as metaphysical grounds, but as procedural descriptors of evaluative practice.

Jurisdiction: The Conditions of Judgment
A central conceptual move in Propositional Aesthetics is the reintroduction of jurisdiction as a way of clarifying what distinguishes aesthetic judgment from aesthetic response. Jurisdiction, as Sayles employs the term, does not refer to institutional authority, cultural dominance, or enforcement mechanisms. Nor does it invoke a literal court or external tribunal. Rather, it names the conditions under which an evaluative claim can function as a judgment—open to challenge, correction, and revision—rather than as a report of experience or preference. The term jurisdiction is analytically necessary here because it distinguishes the prior question of whether a claim is being offered as a judgment at all from the subsequent question of whether that judgment is correct. In this context, jurisdiction refers to whether an evaluative claim is offered as answerable to reasons that others may assess, contest, or revise, rather than as an expression insulated from such engagement.
This clarification is directed most sharply against experience-first approaches to aesthetics. Sayles formulates the problem succinctly:
“Any aesthetic theory that begins with feeling has already abdicated jurisdiction.”
The claim does not deny the importance of experience in aesthetic life. Feeling, perception, and response are indispensable sources of evidence for judgment. What is denied is their role as final arbiter. Experience may inform evaluation, but it cannot adjudicate itself. When a claim is grounded solely in felt response, no reason can be given for correcting it without contradiction, because the response itself functions as its own justification.
Jurisdiction, in this sense, answers a prior and unavoidable question faced by any normative practice: what makes an evaluative claim answerable to reasons beyond the fact that it is held? Where such answerability is absent, disagreement cannot concern adequacy or error; it can concern only difference of reaction. Evaluation does not disappear, but it shifts category. Aesthetic discourse becomes autobiographical rather than adjudicative.
Sayles draws this implication explicitly:
“Where judgment is denied, aesthetics collapses into psychology.”
This collapse should not be understood as a dismissal of psychology or as a claim about causal explanation. Rather, it marks a conceptual transition. When aesthetic claims are treated exclusively as expressions of response, they cease to function as judgments at all. They become reports about mental states, patterns of preference, or affective impact. Correction becomes inappropriate, and disagreement becomes irresolvable.
Importantly, the refusal of jurisdiction does not eliminate evaluative force. It relocates it. In the absence of explicit standards and reason-giving practices, evaluation is governed implicitly by popularity, institutional prestige, market visibility, or algorithmic amplification. These forces do not adjudicate claims; they select among them. The result is not the absence of authority, but the absence of accountable authority.
On Sayles’ account, then, the recovery of jurisdiction is not a call to impose standards by fiat, nor to re-establish a cultural court. It is a call to make explicit the procedural conditions—answerability, corrigibility, and reason-giving—under which aesthetic judgment can be more than expression, more than preference, and more than power in disguise.
Beauty and the Priority of Intelligibility
From the clarification of jurisdiction follows a further question about how aesthetic judgments refer at all. Sayles’ second governing claim rejects the assumption that beauty functions merely as an added value—an affective overlay supplied by the subject after perception. He writes:
“Beauty is not an added value but a disclosure of order.”
Read minimally and carefully, this claim does not assert a comprehensive metaphysical doctrine about the nature of reality. Rather, it concerns the conditions under which aesthetic judgments can be intelligible as judgments rather than reports of response. To describe beauty as a disclosure of order is to say that aesthetic evaluation purports to track relations, structures, or features of a work that can be discussed, criticised, and revisited, rather than merely registering how the work affects a particular observer.
On this view, order is not constructed by perception in the sense that it is arbitrarily imposed by individual response. This is a claim about the structure of evaluative discourse, not about the metaphysical independence of aesthetic properties from all interpretation. Nor is it posited as a fully determinate metaphysical entity existing independently of all interpretation. Instead, order names those aspects of a work that become available to judgment through sustained attention, comparison, and critical articulation. Perception encounters these features, but does not generate them ex nihilo.
Sayles therefore identifies a structural consequence of subjectivist approaches:
“Subjectivist aesthetics covertly relocates ontology into consciousness. This relocation converts judgment into taste and dissolves error.”
The force of this claim is conceptual rather than metaphysical. When aesthetic claims are treated exclusively as expressions of internal states, the possibility of error is undermined. Disagreement can no longer concern adequacy to form, coherence, or intelligibility; it can concern only difference of sensibility. In such a framework, criticism becomes recommendation, education becomes exposure, and evaluation loses its corrective function.
This does not mean that subjects disappear from aesthetic life. It means that the object of judgment must retain some independence from immediate response if judgment is to remain more than autobiographical. To say that beauty is prior to the subject in this limited sense is to say that evaluative claims answer to features that can be discussed and contested, rather than being exhausted by how something feels to a given observer at a given time.
Understood this way, the priority claim underwrites normativity without authoritarianism. It does not require appeal to an external tribunal or metaphysical authority. It requires only that aesthetic judgments be accountable to reasons that can, in principle, be shared, criticised, and revised. Authority, in this sense, is not imposed from outside; it emerges from the practice of judgment itself, insofar as that practice treats form and order as objects of assessment rather than as projections of preference.
Normativity and the Possibility of Error
The third governing claim of Propositional Aesthetics makes explicit what follows from treating aesthetic judgment as a practice rather than a report of response. Sayles states the claim directly:
“To call something beautiful is to make a claim subject to correction.”
This formulation does not introduce moral obligation or aesthetic prescription. It identifies a structural feature of evaluative discourse. To make a judgment is to advance a claim that can be assessed as more or less adequate in light of reasons. Where no such assessment is possible—where no correction could, even in principle, be appropriate—the claim does not function as a judgment at all.
Normativity, in this sense, names answerability, not command. A normative claim is one that can be discussed, criticised, defended, and revised. It may succeed or fail by reference to standards that are not exhausted by the fact that the claim is sincerely held. Where correction is ruled out in advance, normativity disappears, even if evaluative language remains.
Sayles therefore identifies a tension within much contemporary aesthetic theory:
“Normativity without authority is incoherent.”
Read carefully, this statement does not appeal to an external source of authority, nor to an institution empowered to enforce standards. Rather, it points to an internal inconsistency: evaluative language is retained, but the conditions that would make evaluation accountable are denied. Claims continue to be made, but no framework is acknowledged within which those claims could be challenged or improved.
The result is not the absence of evaluation, but the thinning of it. Judgments are offered without standards, criticism without criteria, disagreement without the possibility of resolution or learning. Evaluation persists rhetorically while its normative force is quietly suspended.
Against this tendency, Sayles insists:
“Aesthetic judgment presupposes shared and revisable standards that constrain what counts as a defensible claim about form.”
In the present context, this should be understood minimally and procedurally. “Authority” here does not name a metaphysical ground, cultural hierarchy, or institutional mandate. It names the fact that judgments answer to considerations—of coherence, proportion, intelligibility, and fittingness—that constrain what can plausibly be said about a work. These considerations do not compel assent, but they do make disagreement intelligible rather than arbitrary.
Such authority does not bind persons or enforce outcomes. It binds claims to reasons. It does not require consensus, but it does require that judgments be offered as correctable contributions to a shared evaluative practice rather than as insulated expressions of response. In this way, normativity is preserved without coercion, and disagreement remains possible without collapsing into relativism or power.

Form and Expression: Conditions of Intelligibility
One of the most sustained targets of Propositional Aesthetics is the Romantic and post-Romantic tendency to treat expression as primary and form as secondary or optional. Sayles challenges this reversal by insisting on a distinction between what motivates artistic activity and what makes it intelligible as art. He states the claim succinctly:
“Form is not the result of expression but its condition.”
Read carefully, this is not a psychological claim about how artists create, nor a denial that expressive aims shape formal decisions. Rather, it is a claim about intelligibility. Expression presupposes a medium structured by constraints—linguistic, sonic, visual, temporal—within which what is expressed can be recognised, interpreted, and assessed. Without such constraints, expression may occur, but it cannot be evaluated as meaningful rather than merely emitted.
When form is treated as optional in this sense, meaning becomes contingent upon external explanation. The work no longer discloses its intelligibility through its own organisation; it must be supplemented by biography, intention, ideology, or affective response in order to be understood. Evaluation shifts from assessment of the work to interpretation of circumstances surrounding it.
Sayles’ critique is therefore structural rather than historical:
“Art that treats form as optional treats meaning as accidental.”
This claim does not deny the possibility of innovation or the emergence of new forms. Forms are not static templates imposed from outside practice. They are revised, stretched, and sometimes transformed through use. What the claim denies is that intelligibility can be secured without any constraining framework at all. Innovation presupposes recognisable departure; departure presupposes structure. The claim that form is a condition of intelligibility is therefore not the trivial observation that artworks exhibit structure, but the stronger claim that without shared constraints, aesthetic failure cannot be identified as failure rather than merely as difference.
Within this framework, form does not guarantee aesthetic success. Works governed by constraint may still fail. But without form, failure cannot be identified as such, because no standards remain by which adequacy could be discussed. Expression alone cannot supply those standards, because it is insulated from correction by its origin in the subject.
Nothing in this account requires forms to be fixed, canonical, or immune to revision. On the contrary, the possibility of innovation presupposes recognisable constraints against which departure can be registered as meaningful rather than arbitrary.
This account helps explain why certain works continue to invite critical engagement despite severity, restraint, or difficulty, while others exhaust their interest despite intensity or sincerity. Endurance here is not a criterion of beauty, nor a substitute for judgment. It is an indicator that a work continues to reward evaluation because it sustains intelligibility under repeated scrutiny. Form does not secure endurance, but without it, endurance becomes unintelligible.
Harmony, Proportion, and Limit
Against sentimental approaches to aesthetics, Sayles draws a clear distinction between structural relations within a work and the responses those relations may provoke. He states the distinction directly:
“Harmony refers to ordered relation, not emotional response.”
The point of this claim is not to deny the importance of affect, but to prevent a category mistake. Emotional responses vary across persons and contexts; relations within a work—between elements, sequences, or intensities—can be described, compared, and discussed independently of how they are felt. To identify harmony with pleasure or comfort is therefore to confuse effect with structure.
This distinction becomes especially significant in discussions of limit. Modern aesthetic discourse often treats limits as restrictions imposed from outside—constraints that repress creativity or originality. Sayles challenges this assumption:
“Limit is not negation but condition.”
Read minimally, this claim does not assert that any particular limits must always apply, nor that limits are immune from revision. It asserts instead that some form of constraint is necessary for intelligibility. Without acknowledged limits—of scale, duration, intensity, or relation—there can be no proportion, and without proportion there can be no basis for discussing adequacy, coherence, or necessity.
When limit is rejected outright, excess often presents itself as freedom. But without any constraints against which excess can be identified, the term loses meaning. What remains is not creativity, but the inability to distinguish variation from arbitrariness. Meaning becomes optional rather than accountable.
This analysis allows Sayles to distinguish authority from coercion without appeal to enforcement or hierarchy. Limits do not compel obedience, nor do they prescribe outcomes. They function as enabling conditions that make assessment possible in the first place. To work within form is not to submit to an external command, but to participate in a practice where relations can be recognised, discussed, and revised.
In this sense, constraint does not diminish aesthetic possibility; it makes it articulable. Harmony and proportion do not guarantee success, nor do they dictate style. They name the relational conditions under which aesthetic claims can be more than expressions of response and can instead be offered as candidates for judgment.
Terror, Ugliness, and Aesthetic Disclosure
A central feature of Propositional Aesthetics is its refusal to equate aesthetic success with comfort, pleasure, or reassurance. Sayles formulates this refusal plainly:
“Beauty is not reducible to pleasure.”
This claim does not deny that pleasure may accompany aesthetic experience, nor does it valorise discomfort for its own sake. Rather, it resists the tendency to treat positive affect as the criterion of aesthetic adequacy. If aesthetic judgment is to remain evaluative rather than therapeutic, it must be capable of accounting for works that disturb, unsettle, or resist easy assimilation without thereby forfeiting intelligibility.
Within this framework, experiences commonly described as terror or awe are understood as modes of disclosure rather than as aesthetic guarantees. Such experiences can draw attention to scale, intensity, vulnerability, or otherness, but they do not justify themselves. Only when they are governed by form—when their elements are ordered in ways that can be discussed, assessed, and criticised—can they function as candidates for aesthetic evaluation rather than as mere spectacle or shock.
A similar clarification applies to ugliness. Sayles rejects the assumption that ugliness is simply the absence or failure of beauty:
“Some forms truthfully disclose disorder, fracture, or judgment.”
Here, “truthful” does not name a metaphysical correspondence, but an evaluative adequacy. Certain works disclose fracture, dissonance, or damage in ways that can be recognised, articulated, and assessed as fitting to their subject matter or internal organisation. In such cases, ugliness functions not as negation, but as a mode of intelligible presentation.
This distinction allows Sayles to separate truthful ugliness from deliberate formlessness. Fragmentation, disruption, or incoherence do not carry authority simply by virtue of resisting harmony. Negation is not itself disclosure, and rupture does not adjudicate its own success. Where disorder cannot be distinguished from arbitrariness, judgment loses its grip.
By refusing both sentimental comfort and the automatic valorisation of severity, Propositional Aesthetics preserves the possibility of critical evaluation across the full range of aesthetic experience. Terror and ugliness are neither excluded nor privileged. They remain subject to the same requirements of intelligibility, reason-giving, and corrigibility as any other aesthetic claim.
Taste, Authority, and the Evasion of Judgment
Sayles’ account of taste aims to avoid two familiar distortions: the reduction of taste to subjective preference and the elevation of taste into a mark of social or cultural superiority. He formulates the position succinctly:
“Taste is the cultivated capacity to judge form rightly.”
Understood carefully, this claim does not assert that some individuals possess privileged access to aesthetic truth. It identifies taste as a competence rather than an instinct: a capacity that develops through exposure, comparison, reflection, and critical exchange. Like other capacities, it can be refined, neglected, or distorted. It is therefore neither innocent nor self-authorising.
On this account, taste does not legislate standards; it operates within them. It does not create normativity, but responds to it. To treat taste as autonomous—to exempt it from criticism or correction—is not to protect diversity, but to remove the possibility of learning. The refusal to judge, in this context, does not suspend evaluation; it expresses a judgment that no evaluative standard should be acknowledged.
Sayles argues that much modern aesthetic theory adopts precisely this posture. He writes:
“Modern aesthetics rejects external authority over form. The result is not freedom but fragmentation.”
This claim should not be read as an assertion about every contemporary theory or practice. It identifies a recurring tendency: when no shared standards are acknowledged as relevant to evaluation, judgments proliferate without coordination. Disagreement no longer concerns adequacy to form, but difference of orientation or sensibility. Evaluation persists, but its reasons become increasingly opaque.
Within such conditions, novelty often assumes a compensatory role. Newness functions as a proxy for evaluation when no criteria are available for assessing coherence, proportion, or intelligibility. Innovation is valued not because it revises existing forms in recognisable ways, but because it differentiates itself from what came before. Novelty thus becomes a substitute for judgment rather than a response to it.
Sayles’ point is not that novelty is illegitimate, nor that fragmentation is always a failure. It is that when novelty is relied upon to generate interest in the absence of evaluative standards, aesthetic discourse loses its capacity to explain why something succeeds or fails. Taste becomes reactive rather than reflective, and authority is displaced rather than denied.
By treating taste as a corrigible capacity embedded in shared evaluative practices, Propositional Aesthetics seeks to preserve diversity without abandoning judgment, and seriousness without reverting to hierarchy. Taste remains personal, but not private; cultivated, but not proprietary; responsive, but not sovereign.
Witness, Endurance, and the Terminal Claim
The culminating claim of Propositional Aesthetics is expressed in its terminal proposition:
“Beauty is not what pleases without question, but what endures under judgment.”
Read carefully, this proposition is not offered as a definition of beauty, nor as a criterion by which beauty can be conclusively identified. It functions instead as a summary claim about the conditions under which aesthetic evaluation remains intelligible over time. Its force derives not from circular stipulation, but from the cumulative argument developed throughout the work.
If aesthetic pleasure is treated as self-justifying—if what pleases requires no explanation—then judgment has no role to play. Where judgment has no role, correction becomes irrelevant. And where correction is irrelevant, evaluation cannot develop or sustain itself beyond the immediacy of response. In this limited and practical sense, what pleases without question does not invite ongoing assessment.
By contrast, aesthetic claims that continue to invite scrutiny—claims that can be revisited, challenged, refined, or rejected—exhibit a form of durability within evaluative practice. Endurance, as Sayles uses the term, does not denote mere survival, popularity, or institutional preservation. It names the continued answerability of a work to critical engagement across time. What endures is not what escapes judgment, but what remains available to it.
Endurance in this sense should not be confused with conservatism or deference to tradition. Works may endure because they provoke disagreement as much as agreement. Endurance is therefore invoked here not as a criterion of correctness, but as a heuristic pressure that invites continued evaluation rather than settling it. Endurance matters methodologically only insofar as it exposes whether a work continues to invite judgment rather than exhausting itself in a single act of response.
What matters is not consensus, but the persistence of intelligibility—the capacity of a work to sustain discussion, comparison, and reassessment without being exhausted by a single response or contextual explanation.
Within this framework, Sayles describes art oriented toward witness rather than mere effect. Witness does not imply metaphysical testimony or moral instruction. It names the orientation of a work toward disclosure rather than self-insulation. A work that bears witness presents itself as something to be assessed, rather than as an expression immune to correction.
Understood procedurally rather than ontologically, authority here refers to the conditions that make such assessment possible: shared standards of description, reasons that can be offered and contested, and openness to revision. Beauty, on this account, is not imposed, nor is it demanded. It is recognised provisionally, tested over time, and sustained only insofar as judgment remains possible.
The terminal claim thus does not close aesthetic inquiry. It clarifies its horizon. Beauty is not guaranteed by immediate pleasure, nor secured by endurance alone. It emerges, if at all, where evaluative practices remain active, accountable, and open to correction across time.

Conclusion
Propositional Aesthetics seeks to restore aesthetics as a domain of judgment without reverting to authoritarianism, canon-building, or prescriptive taste. It does so by treating aesthetic evaluation as a normative practice governed by form, reasons, and corrigibility rather than by preference, power, or mere consensus. Beauty is approached not as a subjective overlay, but as something evaluated through attention to structure and intelligibility; judgment is treated not as coercive authority, but as accountable claim-making within shared practices.
The book does not instruct readers what to like, nor does it attempt to legislate outcomes. Its demand is procedural rather than substantive. It asks that aesthetic judgments be offered as judgments—open to challenge, supported by reasons, and responsive to correction. Agreement is not required, and dissent is not pathologised. What is required is that evaluative claims be made responsibly rather than insulated from critique.
In this respect, the alternative proposed by Propositional Aesthetics is not a rejection of pluralism, but a clarification of its conditions. Plurality of judgment remains possible only where standards of assessment are acknowledged, even provisionally. Where such standards are denied altogether, evaluative discourse does not become more inclusive; it becomes less intelligible. Disagreement persists, but its terms become opaque.
The contribution of the book lies in making this risk visible. It does not resolve aesthetic disputes in advance, nor does it promise final criteria of success. It offers instead a framework for understanding what must be in place—conceptually and procedurally—for aesthetic judgment to function as more than expression, preference, or effect. Whether that framework is accepted, revised, or rejected, the question it raises cannot be avoided: what does it mean to judge aesthetically, and what are we doing when we claim that something is beautiful?
The framework advanced here does not resolve aesthetic disagreement, but clarifies why disagreement itself presupposes more than preference, affect, or power. That question, rather than any particular verdict, is what remains open—and answerable—to judgment.

Methodological Note: Scope and Limits
This paper advances a meta-aesthetic clarification, not a substantive theory of beauty, taste, or artistic value. Its aim is to examine the conditions under which aesthetic judgments can function as judgments—answerable to reasons, open to correction, and capable of sustaining disagreement—rather than as insulated expressions of preference or affect within particular historical or cultural contexts.
Accordingly, the paper does not attempt to ground aesthetic normativity in metaphysical realism, transcendental structures, or institutional authority. Concepts such as jurisdiction, authority, and form are used in a procedural and discursive sense, naming features of evaluative practice rather than external sources of legitimacy. “Authority” refers to the constraint of claims by shared, revisable standards, not to coercive power or final courts of appeal.
The paper also does not propose decision procedures, evaluative algorithms, or criteria sufficient to resolve particular aesthetic disputes. Nor does it engage in canon formation, ranking of works, or prescriptive taste guidance. Questions of artistic merit, historical significance, and cultural value remain matters for ongoing critical practice rather than theoretical closure.
Finally, where terms such as endurance, witness, or order are employed, they are intended as diagnostic or heuristic descriptors, not as definitions or justificatory grounds. Endurance, in particular, is treated as an evidential pressure inviting continued evaluation, not as a criterion that confers aesthetic legitimacy.
The contribution of this paper is therefore limited but precise: it seeks to clarify what must be conceptually in place for aesthetic judgment to remain intelligible as a normative practice at all. Whether the framework proposed here is accepted, revised, or rejected, the question it raises—what we are doing when we judge aesthetically—cannot be bypassed without changing the nature of aesthetic discourse itself.

Footnote
All quoted material in this paper is taken directly from Propositional Aesthetics: Form, Judgment, and the Authority of Beauty by S. C. Sayles. Quotations are drawn from the book’s propositions, chapter conclusions, and terminal formulations, and are used to explicate the internal logic of the work rather than to supplement it with external authorities.
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