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  740.5

Grammar: Punctuation

The Comma

____________________________________________________________________________________

Commas are used more than any other mark of punctuation. Generally, commas indicate brief pauses within a clause or sentence, while periods and semicolons indicate longer pauses.  But this is too vague to be used as a reliable guideline since people hear pauses at different points in the sentence. Here are more detailed rules for using the comma.
1. Commas are used between independent clauses linked by one of the coordinating conjunctions for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so.  The comma occurs before the conjunction.

He ran, for the downpour increased.

His hat provided no protection for his head, nor did he have an umbrella.

The trees were bare, but eventually he came to a hut.

He was exhausted, yet he knew he'd regret taking a rest.

There was still an hour of light, so he went on.


The only exception to this rule occurs in the case of extremely short clauses, which do not need to be separated by a comma:

She called and he replied.

Note:
Use a comma before and when it links clauses, but don't automatically put a comma in front of and.

2. Commas are used to separate items in a list or series.  The items may be single words, phrases, or clauses.  If you have three or more elements in your sentence which are parallel grammatically, use commas between them.

The Italian flag is green, white, and red.

[adjectives]

She opened the drawer, removed the knife, tiptoed down the hall, and screamed.



[verbs]
Remember to buy celery, mushrooms, potatoes, and onions.

[nouns]

Finding a hall, hiring a band, and planning the menu will all take time
[phrases]
Anna will bring wine, Dave will decorate the hall, Sue will cook the main course, and Derek will fix the dessert. 

[clauses]

A comma before the conjunction linking the last two items is optional.
I chose the dress for its colour, fabric and price.
or
I chose the dress for its colour, fabric, and price.
When the items are longer, however, the comma helps to keep them separate. 

Unclear:
We considered various colour schemes:  orange and blue, crimson and white and pink and purple.

Clear:

We considered various colour schemes:  orange and blue, crimson and white, and pink and purple.

3. The comma also separates introductory material from the basic sentence -- words, phrases, or subordinate clauses which come before the subject.
Initially, the meeting was cheerful.



[introductory adverb] 
At first, everyone seemed relaxed.



[introductory phrase]

When the meeting began, the participants looked bright and fresh.









[introductory clause]

Once under way, the meeting went right downhill. 
[introductory phrase]

4. The last general rule for the comma is really a broader statement of the third rule. The comma is used to mark off words, phrases or clauses which have been added to the sentence.  These can include expressions which interrupt the flow of the sentence, expressions which are not structurally necessary to the sentence, and expressions which give additional but not essential information.

These sentences show items added at the end of the sentence:

The mood deepened, every person becoming silent.

People shuffled in their seats, wondering which way to look.

No one had any questions until the last few moments, after the chairperson had finished speaking.

Then suddenly it seemed like armed combat, hand to hand.

While subordinate clauses beginning with words like although and because are always separated by a comma when they come at the beginning of a sentence, they are not necessarily separated when they come at the end.  There the comma is less necessary for the reader since the although or because is a signal that a subordinate clause is beginning:

I forced myself to stay because I needed to hear the outcome.

These sentences show items added in the middle of the sentence:

He says that, to all intents and purposes, the engine works.

The tramway, once arterial, is now disused.

The station, as you can see, has burned to the ground.

Several people died, by the way, in that blaze.

Commas mark off words of direct address that interrupt the clause:

You know, Mrs. Jones, that fire was deliberately set.

They also mark off conjunctive adverbs, like however or moreover, when these occur in the middle of the clause: 

The heat was so intense, however, that the evidence was destroyed. 

Words, phrases, or clauses not structurally necessary to the sentence should be separated by commas when they are not essential to the meaning of the sentence.  Consider the difference between these sentences:

The person who set the fire has not been caught.

The owner, who collected a million dollars in insurance, has left the country.

The clause beginning with who in the first sentence is essential if we are to know which person is meant.  Such clauses are called restrictive, and since they are essential to the meaning, they are not set off by commas.  The clause in the second sentence, however, is not essential: we already know who is meant.  Such clauses are called non‑restrictive.


These sentences show restrictive and non‑restrictive phrases:

Registered letters sent to his former address have been returned unopened.

[sent to his former address is restrictive, since it specifies which registered letters are meant]

His brother, a well‑known stock promoter, has refused to give interviews.

[a well‑known stock promoter is non‑restrictive, since the brother has already been identified]


Remember the signal that commas in the middle of a clause give to the reader:  the material enclosed by them is added, and it could be dropped without substantive loss.  Then you will have little difficulty in applying the principle of commas for non‑restrictive elements, and no commas for restrictive elements.  Your ear will help you too:  you can usually hear a pause before and after non‑restrictive elements, but not before and after restrictive elements.

Note:
Always use two commas when you are marking off material in the middle of the sentence. You may hear a pause only at the beginning or only at the end, but logically you need to make the separation at both ends.

Wrong:
A day at the P.N.E. for example, can make you a nervous wreck.

Wrong:
A day at the P.N.E., for example can make you a nervous wreck.

Right:

A day at the P.N.E., for example, can make you a nervous wreck.

5. In addition to the four rules explained above, you need to know a few conventional uses for the comma.

A. Commas are used before and after dialogue or quotation when verbs like said and asked are used:

She asked, "How did you become a pirate?"

"Stay out of my life," he muttered, "or I'll talk."

Notice that commas and periods always go inside closing quotation marks.

Do not use commas to introduce indirect speech:

Wrong:
He said that, he would never go to sea again.

Right:

He said that he would never go to sea again.

B. Commas divide the elements of place‑names, dates, and names followed by a title:

I want to see Paris, Texas, for myself.

He was born on August 7th, 1985.

I will be home on December 15, 1987.

Susan James, Ph.D., addressed the meeting.
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