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On Utilitarianism, According to Shaw

When Utilitarianism was first presented to me freshman year, I didn’t like it.  It seemed too simplistic, and therefore incomplete to really be a moral theory that could encompass all possible moral dilemmas.  Simply saying “the greatest good for the greatest number of people” just didn’t seem plausible as a moral theory that could actually be applied.  As it was presented, it sounded a lot like communism; great in theory, nearly impossible in practice.  Through our first few weeks of discussion, my opinion didn’t really change.  We looked at examples of Utility in terms of numbers and equations, computing total values of one course of action to another based on how many “happy” points each action should produce.  As we pointed out, this really isn’t practical to consider on a day to day, situation by situation basis.  As we delved deeper into Shaw’s extended theory of U, it made more sense and started to gain plausibility in terms of actual practice and application.
One of the first distinctions that Shaw made early on in chapter two was the difference between actual outcome and expected outcome Utility.  Straight U is only concerned with the actual outcome of consequences.  If you meant to cause happiness, but instead you caused unhappiness, you were wrong in your action.  Taking from notes in class, actual outcome Utility states that, “An action is right if and only if it brings about at least as much net happiness as any other action the agent could have performed, otherwise it is wrong.” Expected outcome Utility states that, “An action is right if and only if a reasonable and well-informed agent, based on the available experience would expect the action to bring about at least as much net happiness as any other action the agent could have performed, otherwise it is wrong” (27-31).
In both cases of Utility, Shaw shows that no actions or kinds of actions have intrinsic value, and that it is not an egoistic moral theory.  It’s fairly clear to see why U is not an egoistic moral theory, as it focuses on the greatest good for the greatest number of people.  Though both Mills and Shaw take into account personal happiness, it must be weighed in with what would be best for everyone.  It’s also important to define that actions have no specific intrinsic value in and of themselves.  Because, in either view the outcome is most important (either because the outcome directly determines whether or not the action was right in the case of actual outcome Utility, or because the expected outcome is what all actions are weighed against in expected outcome Utility), no action in and of itself can have a static “right” or “wrong” label.  There is no action that will always be good or bad, but instead what outcome is produced or expected to be produced is what the actions are accountable for.  This form of reasoning leads into another one of Shaw’s distinctions of Utility, as well as his two major objections to Mills’ conventional form of Utility.
Two of the strongest objections that Shaw has about Mills’ Utility is that it fails to blame actions that we normally take to be negative to the greater good (i.e. stealing, lying, cheating), and that putting the standard form of Utility into practice is almost impossible to do in every day life.  In Mills’ form of Utility, if a greater number can be saved by allowing a few innocents to die, the action that allows this is correct.  It seems to completely take out any value in another person’s life, as they are simply a means to the end in the equation of Utility.  Shaw (and I assume most people) finds a problem in thinking of people this way.  A standard Utilitarian would simply say, “Look, the end is what is most important, and if allowing a few people to die can save a nation, then those are the means to the best possible end.”  Shaw would argue to keep the people alive, if only to bring about a “better” end, rather than the best end, which I’ll explain in further detail when I talk about Shaw’s secondary rules.  The utilitarian argument as to why they would not condemn “wrong” actions would be that actions have no intrinsic value and again, if a “wrong” action is performed that can produce the “best” end, it is the right action.  Again, Shaw would apply the secondary rules to enforce why doing “wrong” actions for an immediate better end would ultimately result in a worse ending in the long run.  It is because of how Shaw clears up these two objections to Utility, that I began to find Utility a worthwhile moral theory.  I too had similar objections to Utility, along the same lines of what Shaw’s objections are.
Shaw’s answer to these objections is what makes up the basis of the rest of his extended theory of U.  Shaw brings into play two other additions to the theory of U; the first being the idea of putting praise and blame on actions, and the other being the introduction of secondary rules.  In a way, it almost seems as if putting praise and blame on actions, and creating “rules that should be followed” would give actions a degree of intrinsic value, but in fact it does not.  Praising or blaming actions simply feeds into the notion of secondary rules, which in turn ultimately feeds into the meta-principle or, the greatest good for the greatest number.  Shaw makes Utility easier to swallow through these two additions, but the additions can all be reduced back to the fundamental theory of Utility.
His first addition is to put praise and blame on actions based on expected outcome.  Conventional Mills Utility only blames the action if the outcome is wrong in any way (which could include either a net loss of happiness or not the maximum net increase of happiness).  Shaw’s form of praise and blame applies to the expected outcome.  If an action is meant to bring out the most happiness, but falls short, it is still praised as the right action.  The only real time an action would be blamed is if it was intentionally an action that would bring about net loss of happiness.  It’s also important to point out how praise and blame works with consequences opposite of what was intended.  In conventional Mills theory, if a “right” action is performed but somehow ends up producing unhappiness or lack of maximum happiness, it is blamed.  If a “wrong” action is performed but somehow ends up producing maximum happiness (i.e. the robber steals from people, but his bag rips, all the riches spill out in front of a church and the resources are used to feed hungry children) then the action (in this case, the robber robbing) would be praised!  Common sense would tend to find something wrong with this, and so too did Shaw.  
Shaw puts praise on an action if the expected outcome is a net gain (gain, implying at least some positive difference, not necessarily the maximum difference).  To go further, even if an action with the best expected outcome results in a negative difference, the action is still right.  If a “wrong” action is performed, but has positive consequences, the action is still “wrong.”  The reason Shaw does this goes back to what I mentioned earlier.  Though he still abstains from attaching intrinsic values to actions, he recognizes that certain actions are generally good or bad.  If people follow these generalizations, overall net good should come of these actions.  By putting praise on the good actions and blame on the bad actions (based off of expected results), regardless of the net result, it helps to sustain the trend of performing actions that generally produce net happiness, thus producing more net happiness in the long term.  Not only does this make sense from a perfectly rational point of view, but it also makes sense in terms of having a moral theory that people will apply.  Who would want to follow a theory that says, “Look, I know that you thought donating $1billion to a charity to feed the poor and sick would do good, but they were secretly an underground guerilla warfare operation, and they killed a ton of people, therefore you are wrong and evil.”  The notion that being blamed for something that you had no clue would result in something bad, and had every intention of doing great good is ludicrous.  Again, this all goes back to the notion that an action is right if and only if a well-informed​ reasonable agent made the choice, based on past experience, which makes living a good moral life rational and practical.  By Mills’ theory, some idiot could give away his life savings to some no name group that someone’s aunt’s uncle’s sister’s brother’s nephew’s cousin told him about, and it could turn out to be a wonderful organization and help tons of people, and that would be praised as the right action.  Any ration thinker, much less a lover of knowledge would think that sort of system to be ridiculous and impractical.
The other solution to the objections of Mills’ standard U is Shaw’s inclusion of secondary rules.  The best and easiest part of these secondary rules is that any “moral” person is already following them!  These secondary rules basically consist of a subset of moral rules that are akin to other moral theory rule sets.  They would include rules such as “thou shall not kill,” “thou shall not steal,” thou shall not commit adultery” and others of the like.  Again, it seems as though Shaw is attaching some form of intrinsic value to these rules, but when it comes right down to it, he really isn’t.  Part of Shaw’s extended outcome view of U says that an action is right if and a reasonable, well-informed agent, based on the available experience would expect the action… etc.  Shaw’s validation of the value of secondary rules comes not from giving them intrinsic value, but of giving them a long term judgment claim.  That is if, through experience, a particular action is show to generally promote a fair amount or the most good, then that action would follow as a secondary rule.  Time has shown that generally, when you lie to people, unhappiness is promoted.  Therefore, it is safe to assume (in Shaw’s point of view) that you should not lie in order to generally promote happiness, thus making it a secondary rule.
An objection that Utilitarians, as well as other moral theory groups might make is that this would seem to condone relativism in the moral theory.  The truth is that it does and doesn’t condone relativism.  It is possible to review secondary rules and decide that they no longer offer a means to the greatest good, and thus would cease to be secondary rules.  This could change through time or location, which makes it relative.  The difference is that secondary rules need to be able to be universally applied to become secondary rules.  That is, if it’s despicable to eat raw fish in one culture, but in other cultures it’s widely accepted, there should be no moral rule against eating fish.  If, on the other hand the majority of people find eating fish to be wrong and harmful to the environment, but a few people don’t care and eat fish anyway, there would be a secondary rule against eating fish, and the people that eat fish would be wrong.  It is important to point out though, that *none* of these value judgments are made on the basis that eating fish or not eating fish has any sort of intrinsic value to it.  It is simply that it would cause a greater dissatisfaction amongst the majority to see people eating fish (in the second example), and would therefore be detrimental to the greater good.  In this case the rule would be universally applied, and the fish eaters would be wrong, because they are causing a loss of net happiness.
The other reason that secondary rules aren’t exactly relative is that they all reduce to the overall meta-principle.  The meta-principle empowers the reasoning behind secondary rules.  When these said secondary rules are in place, people follow a general order to life that, if the rules are followed, would produce more net happiness than if the rules were not there, and people went around wily nily, doing whatever they wanted.  Since the meta-principal aims at attaining the maximum happiness for the largest amount of people, rules that would push an overall net happiness gain would be favored by the meta-principle.  It is through these secondary rules that Shaw comes to his ultimate theory of Utility, which is indirect Utility, as opposed to direct Utility, which I will discuss in a moment.
There is one more thing to clear up in terms of secondary rules, which goes back to something I mentioned earlier.  Shaw’s form of praise and blame extends to the secondary rules, which helps to tie them to his overall view of Utility.  Before, praise or blame was applied to an action based on the results of it.  In standard Utility, anything that produced unhappiness or failed to promote the maximum happiness, regardless of intent, is wrong.  In Shaw’s Utility, only actions that are committed that were beforehand judged to be wrong would be wrong, regardless of what the outcome actually was.  This takes on a slight twist when considering secondary rules. If it is generally true that lying causes unhappiness, but in a specific case it would cause most happiness to the greatest number, the standard utilitarian would be all for it, which is one of the things that most people find hard to swallow.  If the person didn’t lie, the standard utilitarian would blame them and say they are wrong.  In Shaw’s view, the person that lied would be blamed regardless, because lying is a secondary rule that is deemed to be wrong if done.  The reason it would be wrong, even if it would promote a greater good, is because it would diminish the authority of the secondary rule, thus making it easier for other people to justify lying, ultimately breaking down the rule and leading to more people lying, which would lead to a greater loss of happiness.  Also, as something we cleared up in class, if a person were to give to charity some of their money, while still being able to easily spare 100 times as much, that person would receive blame from a standard utilitarian, but praised by Shaw.  The standard utilitarian would say, “You could have done much more with your resources, therefore you were wrong to only give [so much].”  Shaw would say, “Hey, you’re giving to charity, that’s a good thing to do because it promotes happiness.  Keep up the good work and I hope others follow your example.”  Again, by applying praise and blame in Shaw’s theory, as per certain secondary rules, Utility becomes more plausible and acceptable to people.
As I started this paper, I said that I found standard Mills Utilitarianism to be hard to swallow, because it is so generalizing, expects too much from people (greatest as opposed to at least some good), and invoking it is very hard in practice (calculating to the “T” exactly what the net result of actions will be to tweak the net gain of happiness to perfection requires too much work in a day to day environment).  That form of Utility is direct, because it bases your standards directly on what will produce the maximum good for the maximum amount of people.  Shaw’s alternative of indirect Utility takes a stab at taking a good idea and making it a practicable moral theory.  Shaw’s form of indirect Utility takes into account moral rules (secondary rules), personal character traits, intimate relations, and personal projects (or motivations).  These are basically the factors that guide an individual’s life day to day.  Therefore, by incorporating these factors into a moral theory, you get a rational theory that can be practiced in reality (158-161).

The moral rules, or secondary rules, as I explained earlier, are a quick way of referencing which actions are good or bad.  Instead of weighing out each action, one could ask, “Well, generally when I commit this action, does it produce happiness or unhappiness?”  Asking this question of the same action through time, and taking in the results of the action as answers, one can develop a rule as to whether or not the said action generally promotes happiness or unhappiness.  Then the individual can simply say, “Generally, when I lie, it produces unhappiness, so I shouldn’t lie.”  This cuts down the calculations that a person has to make about an action, and is reinforcing to know that, generally when they do this, good things happen, so this time will probably be no exception, thus they are in the mindset that they are helping to increase happiness.
Character traits, along with intimate relationships and personal motivation allow for Utility to apply to people on an individual basis.  I alluded to the driving force behind the reasoning for these factors through some previous examples.  Though it again seems that I’m stepping into trouble by giving these individual factors value, I assure you it is not intrinsic.  Character traits are valuable in so much as they provide the individual a way to identify themselves as good or bad people.  If Sue is an honest person, she is viewed as good.  When you speak to her and expect the truth, you should be happy to know that she will generally give it to you, because she is honest.  It is this reliability of character traits that allows the good or bad value judgment to be passed.  If John is a thief, he generally promotes unhappiness due to people losing what they’ve earned, and therefore he is a bad person.  It has nothing to do with the fact that stealing is “just plain wrong,” but rather that, when John steals things, people become unhappy, thus he is wrong in his actions and has a bad character trait.

Intimate relations have value along a similar line.  Your son does things that make you happy, for whatever reason, thus it is important to preserve the intimate relation with him.  In order to preserve this relation, you might privilege your son in some situations, which would seem to be a failure at gaining the maximum happiness from a standard U point of view, but would in fact promote more happiness in Shaw’s theory, because it helps to preserve the intimate relationship.  To make sure that I don’t confuse this form of reasoning with putting an intrinsic value to a relationship, I’ll point out that, if the relationship is bad to begin with, there would be no privileged treatment, because simply having a relationship does not make it valuable in terms of promoting a greater good.  Perhaps people might feel the need to privilege an unhappy intimate relationship, but Shaw would disagree with that.
Finally, in terms of personal projects or motivation, people are driven to promote a greater good.  When an individual invests their time in a project, completing this project would produce more happiness for that person than other actions that a standard utilitarian would say that the person could do.  For this reason, it is ok to privilege this action, instead of directly applying the meta-principal and trumping the individual project for some greater good.  An example of this might be pop icons.  Since they make so much money, they could easily give most of it away and live a normal life, while maximizing happiness.  Because it’s a personal project however, the person should be entitled to keep a fair amount of that money.  If half the reason they became a pop icon was to live a lavish life, then by giving away as much money as they could spare, they would be failing at their project, and would find a lack of motivation to continue the project, resulting in a net loss to other people in the form of a lost pop icon, and to the individual in the form of failure.
As you can see, because of the way Shaw restructures Utility into a more indirect way of producing the greatest good, he forms a rational yet practical way of applying the principle of Utility to everyday life.  Because of his modified theory of Utility, I’ve changed my views on Utilitarianism.  Shaw saw the same objections that I, as well as many other people, have had about Mills’ standard form of Utility; that the meta-principle in and of itself is too broad, it allows for moral contradictions (lying is bad unless, of course, it’s good in a specific situation), and actively practicing it is just not feasible.  Shaw created a form of Utility that narrowed the meta-principle into general, common moral truths, answered the question of moral contradictions, and produced a theory that could be applied in everyday life.  He takes a theory that could be shot down fairly easily, due the obvious objections, and turns it into a plausible way to live a moral life.  To answer the final objective question of this essay, I still find Mills’ standard Utility highly implausible, but after reading Shaw’s modified form of Utility, I find most every other moral theory to be quite lacking the structure and flexibility proposed by Shaw.
**Notes:  

-First of all, I’d like to say that next time I’ll take better documented notes, because I had most of this stuff in my notebook, but failed to write down page numbers.  After spending hours trying to find some of this stuff and failing, I just said screw it and wrote the paper from my notes

-Second, though I thought that filling 10 pages would be hard, I found it to be too restrictive in the end.  Ultimately, I would have liked to have spent more time on a quasi-relativism found in indirect Utility in the form of re-evaluating moral rules, character traits, intimate relations, and personal motivation from time to time, to make sure that you are ultimately attaining the greatest good, based on those factors.  I felt this was an important distinction we made in class.
