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ABSTRACT

This paper describes and compares three philosophical perspectives
on communication research: "action," "interaction,” and "transaction,"
Originally identified by Dewey and Bentley as porspoctives on any form
of scientific inquiry, these three means of viewing the communication
"world" havo shaped the manner in which communication rescarch has beon
conductod.

Tho "action" perspective is said to take the form of a pfoéciontific
viow toward problem-solving, using mainly obsorvation and cxperionce to
croato a fi;m sot of rules for communication performance. Tho "intoraction"

. porspoctive is characterizod by tho concopts of reciprocity of rolo taking
and ability to predict béhavior. The term "transaction’ has boen nmplsyod
in at least four différont contexts: (1) the philosophical view of full-
systom advocated by Dewey and Bentloy; (2) the porception of persons and
objects as scon by Ittelson and Cantrils (3) the cxchange of “intorporsonal
goods and services described by Bauer; and (4) the analysis of relation-
ships in the psychothoraputic situation originated by Berno.

It is hoped that a clearcr understanding of these throe philosophical

porspoctives will aid the rosocarcher in determining how communication "works.™




ACI'ION, INTERACTION, AND TRANSACTION:
THREE MFANS OF VIEWING THE COMMUNICATION "WORLD"

The difficulties attending dependability of communication and mutual
intelligibilitf in connection with problems of knowledge are notoriously
great. They aro so numorous and acuto that disagroohent, controversy,
and misundorstanding aro almost takon to be matters of courso. The
studios upcn which report is made in this volume are the outgrowth
of a conviction that a greater degree of dependability, and hence
mutual understanding, and of ability to turn differences to mutual
advantage, is as practical as it is essentia1.1
So wrote John Dewey and Arthur Bentley in the preface to their 1949

book, Knowing and the Known. Although intended to have philosophical im-

plications, the sentiment expressed by the authors seems to capture the
spirit of tho primary goal of any communication rosearcher - to dotermine
how communication "works."

Unfortunately, thosc of us who arc ongaged in studying “communication®
canno: oven agree on what it is we arc studying, let alone on how to go
about studying it. Supposc, for xamplc, that I was to ask you to draw me
a represontation of the "communication world.” I would probably get as many
different drawings as there wore people doing the‘d;aWings. Part of the
roason for tho differences might lie'in the unique manner in which each of
us perceives the world around him (or, as the general semantist might say,
Wwor1d1 # worldz"), but part of the differences would center around the manner

in which each of us were taught to view the "world” of communication.



For instanco, if I wore to take a large numbor of drawings of the com-
munication "world” and attempt to classify them, I might find that threoe gee
noral types omorge, For the sake of argument, let us assumo that tho "world"
can ho ropresontod by a ¢ ¢le and that tho communieation containcod within
that world can be roprasented by arrows. Tho throo types could thon bo

symbolizad as follows:

—
\(--——'~

N—

(>

In a similar mannor, Dowoy and Beontloy identificd throo philosophical
porspoctivos on obtaining knowledge that correspond roughly with tho throo
communication "worlds” picturecd abovo. The three perspectives were called,
action,” "iﬁteraction,” aﬁd “transaction.” While none of these terms should
be unfamiliar to communication researchers, they all seem to be used inter-
changeably in describing communication events. The putpose of this paper,
then, is to clarify the subtle tut important differences among these three
means of viewing the communication "world" and to discuss the implications
of these difforeonces for the process of discovering how communication “works.”

"Cémmunication as action” seomed to be the philosophy behind tho devel-
oprient of many of the early communication theories. As Dowey and Bentley
doscribed it, action is "pro-scientific praesentation in torms of presumptively
independont ‘actors,? °‘souls,’ ‘minds,® *solves,’ °powors;° or *‘forces,?
taken as activating ovents."2 From a communication standpoint, John Stowartl
doscribed the action approach as, "getting a porson"s thoughts or ideas into

somobody olse’s heoad. According to this point of view, communication is




an act - somothing you or I do *to® somobody olse, 13

Cortainly, carly modcls of communication focused on tho onc=way aspocts
of tho process (such as in Shannon and Weaver®s mathematical modol), or made
any roversal of tho process scom oxtromely nebulous (as in Lasswell®s "Who,
Says What, To Whom, With What Effcct” model). The natural outgrowth of an
omphasis on.thw act of communication itsolf Qas a #cybornetic® thoory of
communication, applicabla to tho high-spood computors thon boing doveloped.
Sinco a computor could transmit information accuratcly amd offoctivoly, it
soomed natural that by developing a theory of information, humans could
adopt fur thoir own usc part of the computor tochnology. As Broadhurst
and Darnell wrote:

Information theory; thereforo, is not concerned with information

at all - not in tho common meaning of tho torm "information." Infor-

mation theory does not deal with moaning, with messago contont; with

knowledge about a subject. Why, thon, is information theory so im-

portant to communication? It is bocause the transmission of "infor-

mation,” eliciting moanings in othors, requires a code - a sot of

symbols and.a sot of rules for combining them - and information thoory
n

is concerned with codes and the capacities of channcls.

Implications - Although most of us would probably reject “action” as

a bhilosophical construct as being overly simplistic; practically all of us
omploys this porspoctive at one timo or anothor in the course of our duties.
How many times, for example, have we told our studoents, "Stand up straight
whon speoaking - otherwise, yéu°ro distracting your audience,” without stopping
to ask tho audience whother or not they noticed the "distraction?®

The power of proscription is a strong one. Though we realizo that one

e



cannot tako two pink pills before going to bed and wake up the next morning
as Suporman (or Supcrwoman, if you profor), but we arce attractod by books
promising to lot us in on the svereots of how to bo an offoctive communicator
(witness, for example, ﬁhe Salos figures for "How to Win Friends and Influence
Poople,® ard #Body Language®). The ironic part of all this is that theso
books do provido us with#insight into how communication "works® by prosvnting
materinl that is bolicvablo by “common sonse! standards. As roscarch on dis-
sonance thoory domonstrated, howover, "common sénso” is not always the bost
prodictor of results. '

In a similar mannor, tho rhotorical critic must f£all back upon examina-
tion of tho act of spoaking itself if he is to criticize a speoch at which
ho was not physically prasont. While such an approach has advantages and
can load to frosh insights regarding the speaker or his audicnce, somo veory
strong drawbacks aro ovident. For oxamplo, Edwin Black®s critique of John
Jay Chapman®s "Coatsvillc Addross™ contains high praisc for the speakor and
his mossago. 1In ratrospeoct, and with cortain standards of what is a “good®
spooch in mind; tho praisc may bo doscrved. Since the original spooch was
hoard by only throc poople, however, it scems a bit prosumptuous to call the
addross a pioccc of ¥offoctive communicétione"s

Thus; the action porséoctivo can bo omployed to cwvaluato spncific‘com-
munication situations in torms of commdnly-accOptod standards. Tho main
drawback to the approach as a means of viewing commnication is that the
gonoralizability of the observations is limited and capacity for replieation
of spocific situations is weak. )
Intoraction

While tho. prescriptive action approach appropriately describes much of




the work in rhotoarical thesry, it has boen from the intoractisn perspoctive
that mest communication resoarch has proceoeded,  Dewey and Bentley defined
intoraction as, “prosentatinn of particles sr other sbjeets srganized as
oporating “n ano anothor,”6 Prosentod from the standpoint »f tho communi-
cation rosoarchor, David Borly defined interaction in tho £51lowing manner:
Tho term interaction namos the proeess of reeiprocal ralo-taking,
tho mutual performance »f ompathie bohaviors. If two individuals make
inforencos about their own rolos ard take the role of the osther at the
samc time, and if their commurication bohavior dopends on the reciprocal
taking of rnles, thon thoy are communicating by intcracting with cach

othor « « . The goal of intoraction is the morger of sclf and othor.

a_comploto ability to anticipate, prodict, and bohave with the joint

noads_of solf and_other.7 (cmphasis mino)

Note that Borlo's definition included two important concopts not éos-
-tulated by tho action approach. The first concept is that of reciprocity.
In the simplest case where only two persons are involved, rociprocity means
that the two are communicating with each othor, rathcr than cnoc person always
baing labolod the "sender™ and the cther boing laboled tho *recoiver.*” Since
tho two arc constantly sonding both vorbal and nonvortal signals to each other,
it is reasonablo to assume that some of £h050 signals arc being interpreted
as foodback, thus controlling what is sont in thce futuro. The othor concopt
is that of causation. In tho simplest form again, if a givon stimulus can
causo a given rosponso, then a basis for predicting the effects of communica-
tion can bo astablished.

Implications - Tho advantages to employing an interaction porspective

in rosocarch on communication are oxtromely compelling. First, tho intoraction
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porspective allows the predictive value of eammunicatiosn theorios to be
tastad in enntrolled and replieable situations. Changes in thosry under
tho action approach could snly be bascd an sbsorvation in varisus situations
ovor a long perisd of time, The interactinon approach is, in this instanco,
more parsimoaisus and loss time-consuming,

The other distinet advantage of the interaction perspective is that
it allows for idertificatior and testing of the effect of variables in the
communication situation. Although manipulating individual variables can be
at times n clumsey, cumbersomc process, the rosult can easlly be which of
soveral variables can affcect an individual strongest and in which situations
will certain variables be most effective (as tho body of research on “source
crodibility® has ably domonstrated).

There aro some drawbacks to the interaction porspective, however, that
may oven ovorshadow-the advantagos., One drawback lics in the concept of
ioffoct.” A single message in isolation will not necossarily produce a
single rosponso, ovon when chance rosponses are climinated oither through
oxporimentsl controls or through statistical manipulation of the data. As
Darnnll suggostced, communication may be complex enough that even if the samo
massago affocted two people in similar fashion, that messago might produce
a complotely differeont resnonse in those same two poople whon received co-
jointly.S

Ir 2 similar vein is the argument that no communication situation is
simple enough so that certain variables can be isolated as being the "cause”
of communication behavior. While communication researchers are rapidly
becoming more and more acquainted with multivariate design and analysis

technigues, the time period required to design and execute a multivariate



study makos such roscarch less desireoable to those caught in the clutchos
of the “publish or perish® syndromo,

Finally, the othics davolved in studying human subjects have prevented
complote oxporimental control of all variablos necossary to truly determine
causation. Whilo scrious rosecarchers have advocated abolishment of such
cthics, it 1s not likoly that the standards for rescarch on human beings
will chango quickly.?

Transaction

Although Dowey and Buntley defined “transaction®” as, “functional ob-
sorvation of full systom, actively nocossary to inquiry at somo stagos, hold
in rosorvo at othor stages, froquently requiring tho breaking down of oldor
vorbal impactions of naming,"lotho torm #transaction® has boon omployed in
at least four difforont contoxts, cach adding some unique quality to the
meaning of the torm. |

Tho original discussion of thce transactional approach can be found in
Dowey and Bentley. Comparing transaction to action and interaction in torms
of mcaning, thc authors wrotc:

If; in replacoment of the older sclf-action by a knower in person,

intcr-action assumos little “rcals™ intoracting with or upon portions

of tho flesh of an organism to produce a1l knowiﬁgs up t6 and including
both the most mechanistic and the most unmechanistic theoories of
knowledgo, thon--

Transaction is tho proccdnre which obscrves men talking and writing,
with thoir word-bohaviors and othor ropresentational activitios con-
noctod with their thing-porceivings and manipulations, and‘which por-

mits a full trcatment, descriptive and functional, or the whola process,



inclusive of all its ‘cortents,? whether cnlled *inners' or "outers,’
in whatever way the advancing tochniaies of inquiry rwauire.11
In othor words, the transaction approach looks at the whole process of conm-
munication without attoempting to delineate its parts, or to study the process
at any singlo point in timo.

Taking semo of Dewoy and Bentley’s original nctions, 1 éroup of pur-
coption writers attompted to apply the transaction philosophy to the sys-
tematic nature of scicntifie inquiry. Their vorsion of transaction, as
nppliod.to perceptiony, was voiced by Ittelson and Cantril:

Noither a percoption nor an object-ns~porceived oxists independent

of the total 1ife situation of which both perception and objoct are

part. It is mOﬂhihglOSS to speak of either as existing apart from the

situ;tion in which it is encountercd. Tho word transaction is used

to labcl such a situation. TFor the word transaction carrics the déublo

implication that (1) all parts of the situation cnter into it as active

participants, and that (2) they owe their very oxistonce as cncountered
in the situation to this fact of activo partibipation and do not appear
as alroady ¢Xisting entities morely interacting with cach other with-

out affocting their own identity, 12
According to this point of view, thon, transaction has tho offect of not
only making cach situation unique for each participant, but the cvont it
self will invariably chango all persons or objocts involved in it.

A third approach to transaction was derived from exchange thoory and
appliod tho concept of transaction to the realm of busincss and industry.

The leading proponent of this approach has boon consumer psychologist

Raymond Bauer, who wrote, "Transaction . . . is usod horo in the sensc of an
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oxeanngo of values between two or more partics; cach gives in ardor to gut.“lj
Although Bauer reesgnized that the exchange need not boe Pogual® in overy
sonsao of the word, he eaneluded:

The rough balance of exchange is sufficiently equitable in the long

run to koup must individunls in our sociuty e¢ngaged in the transactional

relations of communication and influcnce. But some “alionated” puople

absent themsclves from the notwork of communication; as do, also, many
busincssmen who have doubts about tho moncy they spond on advortising.

Tho alicnation is by no means peculiar to one end of the chain of
communication or influoncc., i

In comparing the cxchango approach to the percoption approach, some
parallels can be drawn. EXChAngo theory certainly would admit that oach
encountor would be an unique occurroncc. ﬂs for tho change in the partici-
pants mandod by the porcoption approach; the concept of oxchange suggests
that somcthing is given in return for something €lse. Sinee cach participant
givos up somothing and reccives something, a change must have occurred in
both. Tha cXchange can be attempted again by tho same participants, but
rno two ¢Xchanges will ever be oxactly aliko, because one important elcment
in tho systom, time, can novor ote rocovored.

The final approach to transaction was drawn from the roalm of psycho-
thorapy. In rocent yoars, "transactional analysis® has become increasingly
popular, @spocially in group troatment. The relationship of transactional
analysis to communication concepts has boen explained by Eric Borne, the
originator of T.A.zls‘oach porson®s personality is said to be divided into

throo #sclvos® or “ego-statos.” Theso arce known as Parcent, Adult, and Child,

and in visual form, thoy are portrayed as circles arranged in order from
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top to bottom, Voctors drawn botwoen cgo-states of the participants in-
dicato tho naturo of the transaction. If tho vectors romain parallol, com-
munication satisfaction has boon attained, If the voctors cross cach othor
at any timo, howov'or9 communication should h¢ docmed unsuceessful.  Many
transactions are clusiva, howaver, and avoid nnalyéis by covuring thomsclvos
with an ultorior naturos that is, while ovoertly tho voctors might point in
ono diraoction (such as Adult-idult), the real transaction is boing carricd
out at tha Adult-Child level.

What seems important for our purposes in terms of Berne®s writing is
that each individual has a multiplicity of selves which he can use in any
relationship. Each person, then, responds according to his own needs and
his unique perceptions of the situation in which he firds himself.

In summarizing the concept of transaction from a communication stand-

416

point, Barnlun provided six postulates of communilcation-as-transaction:
(1) because of svlective porception, communication doscribes tho evolution
of meaning; (2) communication is continuous: (3) communication is circulars
(4) communicatior, is unrcpoatabies (5) communication is irreversibles and
(6) communication is complex,. nover contained in a simple context. To these
postulates, Stowart added two othors:17(7) communication is existential,
cxisting always in tho here-and-now; and (8) in communication, the parti-
cipants view oach other as unique persons rathor'than as objects or in the
contoxt of assumod or assigned rolas.

Implications - "I'ransaction” is a much-maligned wordi it has boen used
to describe all sorts of communication phenomena without awaronoss as to
tho philosophical implications of tho use of the term.

"Transaction” seoms o imply the appropriateness of a systems model
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ovor the traditional covoring-law modol inhoront in tho intoraction approach.
In a rocont articlo, angcis cxplained that whilce a systoms modol could not
oxplain tho influonce of variables in tho communication process as woll as
tho covoring law modcl, such a model would provido the basis for a moro so-
phisticatr~d nnalysis of communication bchavior,

Mongo listod threo advantages to using tho systems paradigm. Thoso wores
(1) a systems modol can shift cmphasis to a difforont sot of variablos for
study by asking tho following quostions: (a) What is an cguilibrium stato
for a porson, dyad, or group“?nd what part doos communication play in holping
~woach this state? (b) How doos tho comploxity of tha communication systom
affoct porformanco? (¢) What group and societal constraints typically operate
to produce communication structurc and how doss communication structuro affect
functioning? (d) How does communication function to control and regulate be-
havior in specified situations? (e) ire certain information coding and trans-
mission tochniques more efficient for soma tasks than for others? (f) Do
communication systems have life cyclasi do thay ovolve through diffeorent
stages? (2) a systoms model can ihcreaso the loveol of eomplexity of analysis;
and (3) a systems model can bettor function to oxplain oxisting reosults.

While tho use of a broader viow of the situation might prove useful
for oxplaining how communication "workoed” in that situation, it woul& saon
that the problom of generalization encountered in the action porspoctivo
would also apply herc. Mongo®s list of questions seom to rohash old variablés
in a slightly difforent light; if transaction is to bo a truly unigque por-
spoctive, postulating individualized responsc to any situation, then it
vould soem that now rescarch strategios are needed to‘fully realize the

transactional porspoctive, Until such strategies aro provided,; it would
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soom that tho transactional porspoctive on communication will romain a
philosophical ono oxclusivoly,

Summary and Csnclusion

The focus of this papor has baen on threo goneral porspoctivos on
communication theoory - actinn, intoraction, and transaction. It was found
that action and intoraction e¢njoyod a rathor cloar-cut dorivation of ﬁoaning,
whilo transaction has gonoratod at loast four difforont contoxts.

Porhaps tho bost summary <f tho distinctions betwoon the throo viows
of tho communication "world¥ Was.providmd by Cantril and Bumstoad:

Wo might « o . illustrato what wo moan by a story of thrcoo basoball
umpiros who wero discussing thoir profossion. The first onc said,
"Somo’s balls and somo®s strikos and T calls ‘em as thoy is.® Tho
socond ono said, "Some's balls and somo®s strikos and I calls ‘cm
as I soos "om.” Whilo tho third one said, "Somo's balls and somo’s

strikos but thoy ain't nothin? till I calls °emo"19
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