TES 27  But

“But, Miss, why shouldn’t we start a sentence with ‘but’?” It’s a familiar question to many English teachers.

The use of the conjunction “but” involves some surprisingly subtle logic, and gives a nice way into the study of pragmatics - how we use language to imply ideas without actually saying them openly. 

What does but mean? Think of this example:



It's small but heavy.

What but signals is a contrast between the ideas that it joins. If something is small, you don't expect it to be heavy. If we have a combination 'A but B', then we don't expect A and B to combine. 

Now for the subtle logic. The point is that but doesn't tell us why B isn't expected with A - we have to work that out for ourselves, and sometimes we have to create a new assumption in order to make sense of but. In other words, but hints at contrasts but doesn’t always make them explicit.

For example, 



She's pretty but a good footballer.

To understand this we have to create the belief: "Pretty people can't play football well". Or:



He's from Newcastle but takes sugar in his tea.

To make sense of this we have to invent a theory that people from Newcastle drink tea without sugar.

These extra assumptions that go with but are implied rather than stated up front. If you say "She's pretty but a good footballer" you're not actually saying that good-looking footballers are rare; you're forcing you're hearers to think it, rather than telling them.

This is the murky world of hidden agendas, where the real arguments are never laid out for serious consideration. Imagine:



He had a white van but drove well.

Implied:  white van drivers generally drive badly. If someone says this outright it's easy to disagree, but there's nothing actually to disagree with when it's just implied by but.

Implied meanings lurk in all areas of grammar. Take the verb stop. You can only stop doing something that you are already doing, so when the barrister asks you “Have you stopped beating your wife?” what do you say? If you say 'Yes', you're admitting that you used to beat your wife; but the same presupposition lies behind 'No' - worse, you're still beating her. Heads they win; tails you lose.

You can help youngsters to recognise these underhand techniques in advertisements. (What colour do you want your next mobile phone to be?) And remember that the little darlings aren't above playing the same trick on you. (Miss Brown is like you, sir, but her marks are fair.) 

And so a simple starting-point like “but” can lead into a fascinating study of implications and suggestion. Some people, of course, would tell you never to start a sentence with “and”. But that’s another article … 

