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BOOK REVIEW

James McElvenny (ed.): The Limits of Structuralism: Forgotten Texts in the History 
of Modern Linguistics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023. viii+327 pp.

In the social sciences, the first decades of the 20th century saw the rise of structuralism 
as the key methodological approach underlying modern research, not just in linguistics 
but also in other domains of science. Diverse phenomena, ranging from linguistic signs 
and literary narratives to cultural concepts, started to be studied not as isolated features 
but as components of higher-level systems, i.e., structures, and their meaning (or value) 
came to be understood as resulting from the complex sets of often binary relations ex-
isting between such features. Established firmly in the semiotic conception of the sign 
by Ferdinand de Saussure and programmatically embraced by such groups of scholars as 
the Prague Circle of Linguistics, structuralism has had a firm grounding in the history 
of modern science. Since its tenets constitute some of the unquestioned axioms for schol
ars across the field of linguistics and other disciplines, structuralism has been so well 
researched that one might wonder if another book on the movement is needed. After all, 
there has been almost a century of meta-research reporting on the circumstances of the 
‘birth of modern linguistics’ (Robins 1997; Matthews 2001), discussing the intellectual 
milieu of the time (Toman 1995, 2017), and propagating many of the founding texts, 
including some of those that were made available to international audiences in their Eng
lish translations only decades after their origin (Vachek 1964, 1972).

The latest contribution to the literature on structuralism, edited by James McElvenny, 
will quickly convince its readers that further historical research on this theoretical ap-
proach is certainly not amiss. The book has two overarching goals: to map the conceptual 
boundaries of structuralism, and to share with the linguistic community some of the early 
structuralist texts that, while perhaps not considered as central, are nevertheless worthy 
of attention should we wish to understand the full complexity of the historical roots of 
modern linguistics. As the editor explains in the introductory chapter, the primary sourc
es included in the book, which are complemented with their contextualized reading and 
explanation by contemporary scholars, have been chosen “not only for their usefulness 
in identifying and critiquing the features of structuralism, but also because of their rela
tive inaccessibility to the mainstream of present-day English-speaking scholars and the 
resulting lack of attention they have received” (p. 10). Writing from the Central Europe
an tradition, one cannot fail to mention the fate of many such papers that are found and 
known in local scholarship, e.g., the Czech Anglicist Vilém Mathesius’ 1911 crucial struc
turalist lecture “On the potentiality of the phenomena of language” (see Vachek & Duš
ková 1983), which failed to receive, in the historicist tradition then dominant in Bohemia, 
the attention it deserved. When Jakobson got acquainted with it after his arrival in Prague 
in the 1920s, he allegedly stated that the paper would have caused a linguistic revolution, 
had it been delivered in Moscow rather than Prague (Vachek 1966; Chovanec 2014).

https://doi.org/10.58756/s7418621


77Slovo a slovesnost (2025) 86 (1), 76–83

The book’s careful historiographical method shows in its logical and well-designed 
structure. It consists of eight chapters, one of which is an introductory text contributed 
by the editor and the remaining seven chapters are all written by different scholars, 
mostly linguists and intellectual historians. The chapters consist of scholarly framing 
texts, which provide contextualized readings and modern interpretations of each of the 
‘forgotten texts’ by several predecessors and central proponents of structuralism (Peter 
Stephen du Ponceau; Franz Boaz; Georg von der Gabelentz; Antoine Meillet; Roman 
Jakobson; Louis Hjelmslev; and Émile Benveniste). The primary texts are then provided 
in the second part of each chapter in their English translations, with many of them being 
made available in English for the first time from their French, German and Russian orig
inals. Overall, this is a very reasonable form of organization: since each framing chapter 
prepares the readers for an informed understanding of the primary texts, the latter can 
then be provided without the need for any extensive footnotes or explanatory comments. 
At the same time, each of the framing texts forms a substantial treatise in itself about the 
given scholar, their place in structuralism, and the ‘forgotten’ ideas that are being pre-
sented there. Thanks to this, the framing texts and the primary texts can be very suitably 
used even independently of each other, e.g., in history of linguistics courses.

The book opens with the editor James McElvenny’s text titled ‘Scouting the limits of 
structuralism’. Here, he explores where the conceptual borders of structuralism may lie 
and how permeable they are. The work of the Prague Linguistic Circle is reviewed, con
centrating on Roman Jakobson, who is identified as the ‘patient zero’ of structuralism, 
which is metaphorically – but quite fittingly – conceptualized as “something of an in-
tellectual epidemic, transmitted from scholar to scholar across the humanities and social 
sciences, mutating slightly in each new host” (p. 2). Jakobson is not only contextualized 
with respect to his European contemporaries (de Saussure, Meillet, etc.) but also American 
structuralists (Sapir, Whorf, Bloomfield), as well as the subsequent spread of structural
ism, including the Chomskyan paradigm emerging in the second half of the 20th century.

The main part of the book consists of two sections. The first of these contains three 
chapters devoted to research on non-European languages, which presented an early chal
lenge to the European grammatical tradition – du Ponceau’s view on the grammatical 
character of languages in North America, Boas’s classification of American languages, and 
von der Gabelentz’s call for a typological study of languages. The second part is then devot
ed to four chapters that probe “the periphery of European structuralism” (in McElvenny’s 
words), and which deal with Meillet’s evolution of grammatical forms, Jakobson’s idea 
of Eurasian language union, Hjelmslev’s conception of oppositional morphemic cate-
gories and markedness, and Benveniste’s preoccupation with the social aspect of langu
age. In my view, this conception is another of the many fortunate aspects of this book. 
The inclusion of the pre-structuralist (and proto-structuralist) works and ideas by du 
Ponceau, Boas and von der Gabelentz, and their treatment against the background of the 
‘classic’ structuralists (Meillet, Jakobson, Hjelmslev, Benveniste) provides an interest-
ing juxtaposition and shows the intensive intellectual fermentation that had preceded, 
by several decades, the emergence of structuralism in the early 20th century. This clear-
ly shows that contagion, so to speak, was in the air for a long time before the breakout 
of the structuralist epidemic.
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The first of the pre-structuralist chapters (i.e., the second chapter of the book) is 
contributed by Floris Solleveld on du Ponceau’s text “On the grammatical character 
of the languages of North America, known as Lenni Lenape, Mohican, and Chippewa” 
(1838). In this study, which was the first empirical and grammatical analysis of Native 
American languages, du Ponceau argued for a particular typological classification of 
such languages, noting that they are ‘polysynthetic’. Although his belief that all Native 
American languages are of this type has been disproved, his application of the compar-
ative method to non-(Indo-)European languages, which had previously been often 
referred to as ‘primitive’, was certainly innovative. Du Ponceau showed that although 
the languages of the Americas have a completely different way of structuring linguistic 
expressions, they are ‘regular’ in the same way as other languages. In the framing text, 
du Ponceau’s work is meticulously contextualised with respect to the complicated ge-
nealogy of linguistics in the 18th and the 19th centuries involving missionary linguistics, 
William Jones, and Horatio Hale, who provided an intellectual connection between his 
work and the early American scholars who also worked on Native American languages 
(Franz Boas and Edward Sapir).

The third chapter, contributed by Margaret Thomas, continues the theme by discuss-
ing Franz Boas’ analytical approach in his classification of American languages (1920). 
The chapter not only presents an overview of Boasian anthropological linguistics but also 
brings in many lesser-known facts about Boas’ work, e.g., in the presentation of ethno-
graphic materials in museum exhibits, where – in his position of a curator at New York’s 
American Museum of Natural History – he rejected the contemporary ‘comparative’ 
method of ordering artefacts according to the presumed stage of development. Instead, 
he preferred the ‘historical method’, “which assembled the products and knowledge of 
each culture into an integrated display, viewed holistically, and variously related to those 
of adjacent cultures” (p. 53). Interestingly enough, his unwillingness to tolerate the pre
sumed developmental scale (from ‘savage’ to ‘barbarian’ to ‘civilized’) is reflected in 
his assumptions about language, where he refused similar evolutionary ideas about the 
different types of languages (from ‘isolating’ to ‘agglutinative’ to ‘inflectional’).

Boas’ approach to collecting ethnological and linguistic data is likewise a very progres
sive one: he “insisted on collecting connected texts, not isolated words, on the grounds 
that texts provided rich access to the totality of a language and to the culture of that lan
guage” (p. 57). However, although Boas was instrumental in providing the grounds on 
which American structuralism sprouted (cf. in Sapir’s and Bloomfield’s works), he can-
not be – as Thomas convincingly argues – considered a structuralist himself because he 
did not look for patterned correspondences. As a result, “Boasian grammars itemize […], 
they do not structure”, as suggested by Dell Hymes (1961: 90). Still, his stress on the 
‘individuality’ of language and the arbitrariness of the relationship between language, 
culture and race “championed ideas basic to American structuralism, and anticipated 
some of its most characteristic preoccupations” (p. 69).

The fourth chapter, written by McElvenny, presents’ von der Gabelentz’s text on “Typol
ogy of languages – a new task of linguistics”. In his chapter, McElvenny paints a real-
istic picture of Gabelentz, who had – perhaps too optimistically – been hailed by some 



79Slovo a slovesnost (2025) 86 (1), 76–83

(most notably Eugene Coseriu) as a forerunner of structuralism. Instead, Gabelentz is 
shown as a transitional figure who, on the one hand, anticipates some structuralist ideas, 
but, on the other, recycles some older (most notably Humboldtian) concepts which had 
become problematic already in the 19th century because he can thus be hailed both as 
“prophetic to linguists in the later generations” and “outmoded to his Neogrammarian 
contemporaries” (p. 84). While Gabelentz’s overall conception of language may strike us 
as very structuralist, particularly in relation to his claim that “every language is a system, 
all of whose parts hang together and work together organically”, McElvenny demon-
strates that this idea, which was famously formulated a decade later (1903) by Antoine 
Meillet in the famous structuralist dictum as “chaque langue forme un système où tout se 
tient”, was far from revolutionary – it was actually an expression of a general sentiment 
shared among many linguists in the final decades of the 19th century.

More importantly, McElvenny traces Gabelentz’s relationship to Humboldt’s writing 
(and eventually Steinthal’s Völkerpsychologie), which informed his attempts to identify 
structural features characteristic of various languages and explain them in view of the 
physical and mental lives of their speakers. While such thinking has become discredited, 
it reflected an approach popular in various sciences, most notably physical anthropolo-
gy, to seek distinctive characteristics of the human body. While Gabelentz’s reflections 
on the topic are, from a modern view, stereotypical and prejudicial as far as he tries to 
account for the phenomena of language in terms of ethnopsychology, there is a more 
significant aspect to his linguistic programme: Gabelentz’s call for the identification of 
the ‘physiognomy of languages’ actually rests on the basis of distributional patterns 
calculated through statistics.

The fifth chapter, written by John E. Joseph, provides a discussion of Antoine Meillet’s 
text “The evolution of grammatical forms” (1912). The text provides a good insight into 
Meillet’s linguistic thinking that led to the introduction of the term ‘grammaticalization’, 
which has become one of the fundamental concepts for syntacticians and historical lin
guists. For Meillet, grammatical forms are produced from lexical items as a result of 
a gradual loss of autonomy, whereby the resulting form becomes dependent on another 
element, i.e., it loses its ‘self-governance’. This consists of two processes – the analog-
ical innovation and “the attribution of a grammatical nature to a formerly autonomous 
word” (p. 124). For Meillet, the evolution of grammatical forms is also conceptualized 
as a gradual shift from the concrete to the abstract. Joseph’s introductory essay traces 
how Meillet’s thinking was influenced by contemporary psychology and Durkheimian 
sociology, and complements Meillet’s account by elaborating on the grammaticaliza-
tion (ir)reversibility debate among linguists, and the recent emergence of the concept of 
‘degrammaticalization’. He rightly points out that the appeal of grammaticalization is 
“its implication that today’s parole is tomorrow’s langue” (p. 121). Finally, Joseph sees 
an interesting parallel between this process and Saussurean structural linguistics, which 
tended to move away from the sphere of the individual and the autonomy of forms (lo-
cated in parole) to the de-individualized abstraction of the system (langue). However, 
he suggests that “this is not peculiar to structuralism. All of linguistics has always been 
dedicated to establishing the existence of invariants, and in the process of marginalizing 
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and swallowing up variation in all its vast messiness, denying and erasing any claim an 
element might have to autonomy” (p. 122). In that sense, Joseph argues, grammaticaliza
tion can serve as “an allegory of what linguistics itself has always been about” (p. 122).

The sixth chapter, whose more than sixty pages make it the longest in the whole book, 
is dedicated to Roman Jakobson’s text “The Eurasian language union” (1931). As Patrick 
Sériot explains in the introductory essay, the text originates in the period when Jakobson 
worked in Czechoslovakia between the two world wars. Since he wrote many of his works 
in Russian at that time, his work still remains largely unknown in the West. To scholars 
from Central Europe, this piece of information may come as something of a surprise: to 
them, it is precisely this period of contact between Jakobson and the local Czech intel-
lectual milieu that is seen as defining for the shape of Central European structuralism, 
notably the Prague School of Linguistics. But even here, Jakobson’s ideas about ‘Eura-
sianism’ and the phonological unions of languages are among the lesser-known aspects 
of his work, possibly because of the potential political implications of his thoughts.

The key question addressed by Jakobson in his 1931 study is “Does the shared living 
place of the Eurasian geographical world differ from similar living places, and above of 
all, from those of the neighbouring European and Asian worlds? If so, in what aspects 
does it differ?” (pp. 161–162). The central idea is based on the observation that certain 
phonological facts go beyond the limits of a single language and actually unite several 
contiguous languages regardless of their possible genetic relationship. Since his con-
ception of these aspects of language is spatial, Jakobson’s analysis of the geographical 
distribution of phonemes leads him to suggest the existence of the ‘Eurasian phonological 
language union’, where three fundamental features are considered: correlation of softness, 
polytony and territorial continuity. Where similarities are found, Jakobson distinguishes 
between a borrowing and a ‘result of convergent evolution’, since he privileges the notion 
of ‘languages as oriented towards a common purpose’ (p. 159). In his extensive essay, 
Jakobson proposes a ‘preliminary working plan’ (202), i.e., the tasks that should be inves
tigated by phonologists in relation to Eurasian languages.

In his framing essay, Sériot meticulously traces the intellectual heritage of Jakobson’s 
theory by probing the sources of typology, particularly where ‘similarity without a com-
mon ancestor’ is concerned. These sources of inspiration include Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe’s ‘hidden plan’ where similarity does not exist by chance (p. 151), the non-Dar-
winian biology of Lev Berg, who rejects randomness in biological evolution, and the 
philosophical ideas of the theory of types by Nikolay Danilevsky, on the basis of which 
Jakobson (and Trubetzkoy as well, for that matter) believed that “the Russian (or ‘Eura
sian’) culture was totally alien to the ‘European’ one” (153). In his approach, language 
families are less important than language unions; thus, for instance, “despite the […] 
genetic link between Russian and Czech, those two languages belong to two completely 
different cultural worlds” as a result of the absence of the hard/soft phonological corre-
lation in Czech. Last but not least, Sériot revisits the role of Jakobson in the emergence 
of European structuralism, suggesting that his (and Trubetzkoy’s) notion of language as 
a totality, based on an empiricist attitude to language data, makes their conception fun-
damentally different from Saussure’s idealized notion of the system.
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The seventh chapter, with a framing text by Lorenzo Cigana, addresses the correlation
al structure of language, as theorized by the Danish scholar Louis Hjelmslev in his 1933 
paper “General structure of linguistic correlations”. A representative of the formalist 
approach of glossematics, Hjelmslev here elaborates his combinatorial system, thanks to 
which the laws governing the structure of a language system can be identified. Although 
the paper has traditionally been considered in relation to the markedness theory, Cigana 
suggests that it is, rather, “a metatheoretical framework for the identification of the over
arching principle of analysis for structural linguistics” (p. 211). It is a model – or indeed, 
a manifesto – for ‘analysis by dimensions’, based on several mutually dependent varia-
bles: hierarchy, form, immanence, reduction, uniformity, organicity and graduality. The 
value of Hjelmslev’s paper is in highlighting his early structuralist thinking, particular-
ly the way correlations are interpreted as logical operations that constitute the features 
of both the language studied and the linguist’s actual metalinguistic activity.

The final chapter, contributed by Chloé Laplantine, presents Émile Benveniste’s 1970 
paper entitled “Structure of language and structure of society”. It deals with Benveniste’s 
conceptualization of the relation between linguistic and social structures, reflecting his 
understanding of language as “both a subjective invention of the individual speaker and 
a product of objective reality” (p. 267). More specifically, the paper links to the ‘structur
alist game’ proposed by Claude Lévi-Strauss to Roman Jakobson in 1948, namely that 
he would be able to use the characteristics of the kinship system to deduce the formal 
characteristics of linguistic structure, mainly with respect to three broad groups of lan-
guages: the languages of South Asia, Indo-European languages and the American lan-
guages. Benveniste does not follow the structural analogy between language and society, 
noting that languages with comparable structures can serve societies vastly different from 
each other. The framing text places Benveniste’s ideas within the context of previous 
scholarship reflecting on the relationship between language and society, e.g., Antoine 
Meillet’s idea that changes in social structure give rise to changes in linguistic structure, 
and Franz Boas’s and Edward Sapir’s social organization in relation to the ‘patterning’ 
of ‘linguistic form’. Benveniste rejects the idea of a comparison between the formal struc
ture of language and the structure of society, conceived of in an anthropological way. 
He stresses that language changes very slowly and also due to internal factors, not just 
violent external changes, which is something that has been accepted as given in historical 
linguistics for a long time. Significant in Benveniste’s conception is his understanding 
of language as an activity, and the relation between language and society as ‘semiologic’, 
whereby he envisages language as having an impact on society, suggesting that it not 
only interprets society but contributes to transforming it. Similarly attractive is his view 
of language as production of meaning (‘enunciation’ or utterance), i.e., not just as data, 
which obviously resonates with modern-day pragmatics-inspired approaches to language. 
Moreover, language is associated with invention ‘on the instant’, each time in a different 
way, where the reinvention is associated with each individual speaker – a view in which 
Benveniste goes against Chomsky’s ‘production’ of language.

Overall, the book provides a very welcome insight into the complex and by no means 
straightforward development of structuralist thinking. Since it spans almost 150 years of 
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linguistic scholarship, it certainly does not make for easy reading. Some of the ideas are, 
obviously, dated, reflecting the spirit of the times they were written in; others are some-
what obscure and still others rely on a detailed knowledge of the scholarly atmosphere 
of the period in which they written – not just the then-current linguistic knowledge but 
that of many other disciplines, including philosophy, anthropology, and even biology. 
The contributors to the volume must be praised for the remarkable expertise with which 
they carefully trace, contextualize and interpret the ideas of the linguists whose texts are 
included in the collection.

Without a doubt, the book is on a very niche subject, to be appreciated not by the main
stream linguistic community but by a relatively small group of historians of linguistics. 
However, although it probes the fringes of linguistic scholarship – both in terms of time 
(papers that are decades old) and impact (papers that have had minimal exposure) – such 
non-canonical subject matter deserves to be explored as well. Some ideas may have been 
forgotten, others may have turned into dead ends. Yet, they are worth revisiting with the 
passage of time since they may provide inspiration and – paradoxically – fresh perspec-
tives on issues that current linguistics may be tackling. As Solleveld, for instance, ob-
serves in his chapter on du Ponceau, many of the findings obtained in such little-accessible 
and forgotten texts “acquire a new meaning in retrospect” (p. 27).

Jan Blommaert nicely summed up this idea as follows: “Much science is forgotten – 
it disappears after some decades from the mandatory reading lists of courses as well as 
from the lists of references of published works; useful insights contained in it are no 
longer taken on board. This is a pity, since there is no intrinsic reason why good ideas 
should be dismissed or overlooked: forgotten science is sometimes a very useful thing” 
(Blommaert 2015: 11). My hope – and clearly the hope of the authors of the present 
volume – is that such science can be rediscovered and appreciated in its own right, even 
outside of the time frame when it was produced and when it was – or could have been – 
impactful for the development of the discipline.

REFERENCES

Blommaert, J. (2015): Meaning as a nonlinear phenomenon: The birth of cool. AILA Review 28 (1), 7–27. 
https://doi.org/10.1075/aila.28.01blo

Chovanec, J. (2014): Chapters from the History of Czech Functional Linguistics. Brno: Masaryk Univer
sity.

Hymes, D. (1961): [Review of] The Anthropology of Franz Boas: Essays on the Centennial of his Birth. 
Edited by Walter Golschmidt. The Journal of American Folklore 74(291): 87–90. https://doi.org/ 
10.2307/538214

Matthews, P. H. (2001): A Short History of Structural Linguistics. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Robins, R. H. (1997): A Short History of Linguistics. 4th ed. London: Routledge.
Toman, J. (1995): The Magic of a Common Language: Jakobson, Mathesius, Trubetzkoy, and the Prague 

Linguistic Circle. Cambridge: MIT Press.
Toman, J. (2017): Angažovaná čítanka Romana Jakobsona [An Engaged Anthology of Roman Jakobson]. 

Praha: Karolinum.
Vachek, J. (ed.) (1964): A Prague School Reader in Linguistics. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1075/aila.28.01blo
https://doi.org/10.2307/538214
https://doi.org/10.2307/538214


83Slovo a slovesnost (2025) 86 (1), 76–83

Vachek, J. (1966): The Linguistic School of Prague: An Introduction to Its Theory and Practice. Bloom
ington: Indiana University Press.

Vachek, J. (ed.) (1972): Z klasického období pražské školy 1925–1945 [From the Classical Period of 
the Prague School, 1925 to 1945]. Praha: Academia.

Vachek, J. & Dušková, L. (eds.) (1983): Praguiana: Some Basic and Less Known Aspects of the Prague 
Linguistic School. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Jan Chovanec  I·D

Department of English and American Studies, Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University
Arna Nováka 1, 602 00 Brno, Czech Republic
chovanec@phil.muni.cz

cc
BY

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Public License, 
which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original article is properly cited. The 
license terms are available here: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4730-7141
mailto:chovanec@phil.muni.cz
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode

