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Relationship Thinking

Agency, Enchrony, and Human Sociality

In Relationship Thinking, N. J. Enfield outlines a framework for analyzing social interaction
and its linguistic, cultural, and cognitive underpinnings by focusing on human
relationships. This is a naturalistic approach to human sociality, grounded in the
systematic study of real-time data from social interaction in everyday life. Many of the
illustrative examples and analyses in the book are a result of the author's long-term field
work in Laos. Enfield promotes an interdisciplinary approach to studying language,
culture, and mind, building on simple but powerful semiotic principles and concentrating
on three points of conceptual focus. The first is human agency: the combination of
flexibility and accountability, which defines our possibilities for social action and
relationships, and which makes the fission and fusion of social units possible. The
second is enchrony: the timescale of conversation in which our social relationships are
primarily enacted. The third is human sociality: a range of human propensities for social
interaction and enduring social relations, grounded in collective commitment to shared
norms. Enfield's approach cuts through common dichotomies such as 'cognitive' versus
'behaviorist', or 'public' versus 'private’, arguing instead that these are indispensable
sides of single phenomena. The result is a set of conceptual tools for analyzing real-time
social interaction and linking it with enduring relationships and their social contexts. The
book shows that even - or perhaps especially - the most mundane social interactions
yield rich insights into language, culture, and mind.
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