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The M-Principle of Levinson (2000), echoing Grices Manner Maxim, requires of the 
speaker „to indicate an abnormal, nonstereotypical situation by using marked expressions 
that contrast with those you would use to describe the corresponding normal, 
stereotypical situation“. The corresponding Recipient’s corollary states that „what is said 
in an abnormal way indicates an abnormal situation, or marked messages indicate marked 
situations“. Thus, the M-Principle is assumed to cover a range of cases, among them 
lexical doublets, rival word formations, nominal compounds, litotes, certain genitive and 
zero morph constructions, periphrasis, and repetition. Note that only the first (“Avoid 
obscurity of expression”) and the third (“Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity)”) 
submaxim of the Gricean maxims of Manner survive in Levinson’s M-Principle. 
Levinson views the second submaxim (“Avoid ambiguity.”) in connection with 
generality narrowing, and this phenomenon is subsumed unter the Q-principle. The fourth 
submaxim (“Be orderly”) is not needed anymore, because the notorious cases of 
conjunction buttressing fall under the I-principle in Levinson’s framework. Moreover, 
Levinson (2000) notes the general cognitive status of this general semiotic principle of 
linearization, and he questions its status as a maxim. However, it seems that many of 
these cases may be explained in terms of the Q- or I-principle; in other cases, it is not 
clear at all that we have “the same denotation” required in the Recipient’s corollary of the 
M-principle, thus throwing into doubt whether a separate M-principle is needed at all. In 
the first part of my talk, I will discuss the need for the M-Principle from a general 
pragmatic view, in the second part I will discuss the empirical value of the M-Principle 
with regard to rival word formations (e.g., plane vs. airplane), nominal compounds (e.g., 
matchbox vs. box for matches), and phrasal compounds (Who-cares attitude vs. attitude 
of someone who uses to exclaim “Who cares?”), and I will carefully compare the M-
Principle with morphological processes or principles such as Competition and Blocking.  
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