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BOOK REVIEW

Johannes Kabatek: Eugenio Coseriu: Beyond Structuralism. Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2023. XVII+325 pp. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110716573

Studying the history of linguistics is worthwhile because we can realize how old some 
good ideas are and thus protect ourselves from overestimating the value of our own work. 
One of those who brought many such ideas was the Romanian-born linguist Eugenio 
Coseriu (1921–2002), perhaps the last to encompass the field of general linguistics in 
its entirety. Coseriu created an original general theory of language, “integral linguistics”, 
which he elaborated on throughout his life. Although his approach is well known and 
further developed by many of his followers, especially in Germany and worldwide in 
Romance studies, some of them feel that he has not received as much attention in the 
Anglo-American world as he deserves (this is undoubtedly true, as seen, for example, 
in the latest major work on the history of American “Post-Bloomfieldian” linguistics, 
see Newmeyer 2022, where Coseriu’s name is entirely absent). They aim to change this 
by publishing more extensively about him in English. The first such endeavour was the 
anthology by Willems and Munteanu (2021), which dealt with various aspects of Cose
riu’s work in 18 contributions from different authors. This volume is now complement-
ed by a monograph written by a close disciple of Coseriu and the primary custodian of 
his legacy, Johannes Kabatek, from the University of Zurich.

The book’s content is as follows. After the Acknowledgements (p. VII), Contents 
(pp. IX–XII), Preliminary remarks (pp. XIII–XV), and List of abbreviations (p. XVII), 
there is an Introduction (pp. 1–5), which briefly provides basic information about Coseriu 
and his academic career, including his activity in Romania, Italy, Uruguay, and Germa-
ny, and describes how his work is treated in the book. Chapter 1 (pp. 6–33) first offers 
general insight into the epistemological principles that Coseriu formulated and upheld 
(scientific objectivity; humanism or “original knowledge”; tradition and innovation; 
anti-dogmatism; “public usefulness” or social responsibility). It then outlines Coseriu’s 
general conception of language, based on the distinction of three levels (the individual, 
historical, and universal) for considering language, which can all be viewed in terms of 
three aspects (activity, knowledge, product). Coseriu related all linguistic research to these 
fundamental distinctions, categorising individual disciplines and their specific aspects 
within the resulting nine-position framework. At the end of the chapter, Kabatek presents 
ten theses on the essence of language and meaning, which Coseriu introduced as a whole 
only at the end of his academic career but which he adhered to fundamentally from its 
beginning. This general chapter is followed by ten chapters of comparable length, each 
focused on a specific topic. Coseriu’s theory of linguistic norm and correctness is analysed 
(pp. 34–58), as well as his research into proper names, pragmatics, and text linguistics 
(pp. 59–84), and his concepts of language change (pp. 85–103) and language variation 
(pp. 104–124). Other chapters deal with structural analysis (pp. 125–156), the history of 
linguistics (pp. 157–174), the philosophy of language (pp. 175–197), and linguistic 
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typology, especially the study of Romance languages (pp. 198–214). Separate chapters 
are dedicated to Coseriu’s sharply critical stance towards Chomsky and transformational 
grammar (pp. 215–231) and his early works in aesthetics (pp. 232–252).

In the mentioned chapters, Kabatek proceeds in a more or less uniform manner. First, 
he provides a detailed presentation of Coseriu’s conception of a particular linguistic disci
pline or solution to a specific linguistic problem. He does this “diachronically”, tracing 
the development of Coseriu’s exploration in his texts, starting from the earliest, some-
times merely fragmentary mentions, even in works focused on other topics but already 
representing certain beginnings of later detailed elaborations (e.g., the first considera-
tions of linguistic norm, pp. 36–37; the first encounter with transformational grammar 
in general and the first reference to Chomsky in particular, p. 217), or in those contain-
ing the first occurrence of a later important notion (e.g., the notion of alterity, p. 40). 
Thus, not only are the main papers analysed, but how later ideas evolved from earlier texts 
is observed. It becomes apparent that Coseriu had a clear understanding of his approach 
to most topics already during his time in Montevideo, Uruguay, in the 1950s; this illus-
trates that significant insights sometimes arise more on the periphery than at the centre 
of the field’s activity. In his analyses, Kabatek does not hesitate to cite long passages from 
Coseriu’s texts (some occupying half a printed page) and subsequently contextualises 
and comments on them. This approach reduces the risk of Coseriu being perceived too 
much through the filter of Kabatek’s interpretation by anglophone readers, instead allow
ing them to access primary sources directly. All quotes in the main text are translated 
into English (if the originals were not already in English), with the original wording in 
the respective languages (German, Spanish, French, Italian, etc.) provided immediately 
in the following footnotes. For extensive topics, the author uses illustrative excursions 
(e.g., in the chapter on the historiography of linguistics, he demonstrates Coseriu’s meth
od by showing how he analysed Nebrija’s Castilian grammar from 1492, cf. pp. 167f.). 
Thanks to the Coseriu Archive at the University of Tübingen, where Coseriu’s legacy is 
stored, Kabatek could also draw many insights from unpublished, often unfinished 
manuscripts, which he also cites extensively. This allows the reader to learn even about 
Coseriu’s unfulfilled scientific plans. Moreover, Kabatek draws heavily on Coseriu’s own 
retrospective reflections on his work present in a comprehensive interview from late in 
his life (Kabatek & Murguía 1997), again often quoting longer passages.

Here and there, the author also describes external aspects of Coseriu’s linguistic life, 
that is, when, where, and on what topics he lectured, which linguistic associations he was 
a member of (or founded, such as the Linguistic Circle of Montevideo), and how thought
fully and consistently he sent his (school’s) texts to linguists all over the world. Kabatek 
does not even shy away from touching on aspects of Coseriu’s life outside linguistics if 
they are important for understanding his overall setting as a scientist and public intel-
lectual (his early involvement in fascism as a student in Iași, pp. 2, 234, and 260f., his 
inclination towards Marxism in his 1949 philosophical dissertation, cf. Chapter 11, his 
conservatism, especially regarding the student movements of 1968, see p. 81, his late 
distinction of three types of nationalism he experienced, see pp. 240, 260f.).

After outlining Coseriu’s conception of the respective discipline or his views on a particu
lar topic, method, or specific author, each chapter addresses the reception of Coseriu’s 
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approach. It is noted who reacted to Coseriu, when, and how, especially who further 
developed his ideas, and in what scope and direction, and so the reader is also informed 
a great deal about the “Tübingen School”. Lastly, Kabatek offers his own critical remarks, 
whether positive (showing how he himself elaborated on his teacher’s ideas), negative 
(analysing points of contention), or suggesting what could be worked on differently than 
perhaps Coseriu would have done, yet would remain a logical development within his 
approach (e.g., Kabatek’s introduction of the notion of “dianorm” to express a dialect 
continuum understood as a continuum of norms, pp. 118–122). The author also highlights 
which Coserian topics might still warrant deeper exploration (e.g., his contacts with lin
guists considering the relationship between structuralism and dialectology, p. 116) and 
what could yet be done with his legacy (e.g., collecting and analysing Coseriu’s scattered 
comments on Wittgenstein, cf. p. 191, or thoroughly studying Coseriu’s unpublished texts 
on arts and aesthetics, see p. 251).

After the ten thematic chapters, there is chapter 12, containing “a few personal remarks 
to conclude” (pp. 253–268). Kabatek writes about his relationship with Coseriu during 
the years he knew him personally, the establishment of the Coseriu Archive at Tübingen, 
and other activities related to his legacy. A supporting apparatus further underlines the 
rich content of the book. On p. 269 (Chapter 13), the biographical milestones of Coseriu’s 
scientific life are summarised. Each chapter provides a list of Coseriu’s works cited and 
a separate list of further readings and works by other authors cited in it. The complete list 
of references constitutes Chapter 14, divided into three parts: publications by Eugenio 
Coseriu (currently the most complete published bibliography with 463 items, pp. 270–306), 
works on Coseriu (119 selected items, pp. 306–313), and further readings cited in the 
book (167 items, pp. 313–320). There is also a handy index of names (pp. 321–325). 
The text is visually enriched with various photographs of Eugenio Coseriu at different 
stages of his life and examples of manuscript and typescript documents. About two 
dozen samples of published and unpublished scientific texts, notes, and correspondence 
are included. Another two dozen tables and diagrams used by Coseriu to explain his 
conceptual system of linguistic disciplines and relationships between various notions or 
levels of language are also presented during Kabatek’s explanations.

In summary, thanks to his deep and masterful knowledge of Coseriu’s entire work 
and the exhaustive use of all available sources, the author successfully creates a vivid 
portrayal of Coseriu as a versatile linguist, showing the place of individual problems 
and disciplines in his thinking about language and his specific contributions to them and 
the development of linguistics in general. The book will undoubtedly become an essen-
tial work for those interested in Coseriu’s work.

Aside from the intrinsic learning about Coseriu, Kabatek’s monograph is inspirational 
in a broader sense, particularly regarding how to practice the historiography of linguis-
tics. I will mention two aspects. The first concerns the sources used. The examination of 
published texts alongside archival sources – that is, combining “visible” and “invisible” 
sources, as put by Vykypěl (2013: 7f.) – proves to be an extremely fruitful approach, as 
the “invisible” documents (those of a personal nature or unpublished at the time of their 
creation) help to illustrate and ultimately better understand the “visible” history formed 
by public author texts. Second, the book under review can serve as a model for similar 
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works in terms of the scope of analysis, specifically the shift from the work of the author 
being discussed to the topic itself: we observe a progression from precise heuristic work 
with specific texts and manuscripts to interpretation, and then to the context of other 
works by the same author and other authors on the same subject. In both of these aspects, 
Kabatek is the best follower of his teacher’s legacy, as Coseriu also conceived the his-
tory of linguistics in this vein (cf. pp. 158f., where the principles Coseriu postulated for 
historiographical work are discussed: the principles of reconstruction, individual origi-
nality, judgment and evaluation, sympathetic interpretation, integrity, and overall con-
textualisation).

Since this review appears in a thematic issue dedicated to Czech structuralism, I will 
allow myself to at least hint at the relationship of Eugenio Coseriu to structuralism in 
general and to the Prague School in particular. Kabatek’s book bears the subtitle “Beyond 
Structuralism”, a phrase used by Coseriu himself. It is meant to express both an appre-
ciation of structural analysis and the need or necessity to study language in ways other 
than purely structural methods. Coseriu specifically opposed de Saussure, both in gen-
eral aspects (attempting to bridge de Saussure’s dichotomies with various trichotomies) 
and more concretely in demanding a much broader scope for linguistics. He could find 
allies precisely in the Prague School, whose “functional” attribute can be safely said to 
correspond quite accurately to Coseriu’s requirements. The reviewed book does not focus 
extensively on Coseriu’s relationship to the Prague School; chapter 6, “Structuralism”, 
includes, alongside an introduction to the structural analysis of language developed by 
Coseriu, only a discussion of Coseriu’s relationship to Hjelmslev and glossematics, as 
the latter has recently attracted more attention from other historiographers of linguistics 
(see pp. 134–140 with references). The Prague School is mentioned only sporadically 
in the book and in a somewhat unconcentrated way. For instance, on page 42, it is stated 
that Coseriu conceives of the language system as “an abstract set of rules that are not 
considered to be an invention by linguists but a mentally existing reality that can be un
covered by structural analysis, as in the tradition of Prague structuralism”. This is cer-
tainly true in the case of Jakobson and Trubetzkoy, as Sériot (2014) has shown in-depth, 
contrasting de Saussure’s nominalism with the realism of the “Prague Russians”. How-
ever, whether this applies to other members of the Prague School, especially in subse-
quent generations, is not so clear, and answering this question would require separate 
research. Of the representatives of the Prague School, only Jakobson and Trubetzkoy 
are mentioned in the book, and then only in passing (e.g., the testimony on Jakobson’s 
reception of Coseriu’s works in the 1950s on p. 53; mentions of Coseriu’s rejection of 
Jakobson’s definition of metalinguistic and poetic functions of language on pp. 131 and 
250). Yet it is clear that Coseriu followed the work of the Prague School far more inten-
sively (see, for example, the extensive analysis of teleological interpretations of language 
change in Coseriu 1958: 101–134, or the lengthy excursus on Jakobson’s extension of 
Bühler’s model of language functions in Coseriu’s famous introduction to text linguis-
tics, Coseriu 2007: 76–92). From the other side, the interest of the Prague School in at 
least some aspects of Coseriu’s work was also relatively strong and increased over time, 
likely strengthened by Coseriu’s visit to Czechoslovakia in April 1968, during which he 
gave five lectures on various topics in Prague, Brno, and Bratislava (see Filipec 1968). 
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Regarding direct, “visible” reception, one can find around a hundred citations of Cose-
riu’s works in the journal Slovo a slovesnost alone. The reception is also evidenced by 
“invisible” sources: the correspondence of Czech linguists with Coseriu.1 Thus, there 
are fundamental prerequisites for dealing with the mutual reception of the two schools. 
So far, to the best of my knowledge, we have only a treatise on Coseriu’s theory of the 
linguistic sign in the context of Prague structuralism (Willems 2019) and a comparison 
of Prague (Skaličkian) and integral typology (Boček 2009). A more systematic compar-
ison of the two traditions would contribute to a better understanding of their methods 
and postulates, the work done, and the results achieved.
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1	 See the DiLeCos project, https://coseriu.uzh.ch/static/home.xml, through which facsimiles and transcriptions 
of received correspondence of Eugenio Coseriu are gradually being made available; Czech scholars include 
e.g., Jiří Krámský, Zdeněk Hampejs, Jiří V. Neustupný, Vladimír Skalička, Josef Vachek, and Jan Šabršula.
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