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A Few Matters Of Punctuation For Today


Punctuation can be argued.  Conventions of punctuation develop differently in different times and places.  Some matters are entirely arbitrary (placement of commas, periods, and other marks in relation to quotation marks, for example).  Most make sense within a system, but there are different systems of punctuation.

The Chicago Manual of Style (13th ed.) included this note on punctuation:

5.2  The tendency to use all the punctuation that the grammatical structure of the material suggests is referred to as close (klos) punctuation.  It is a practice that was more common in the past, and though it may be helpful when the writing is elaborate, it can, when misused, produce an uninviting choppiness.  There is a tendency today, on the other hand, to punctuate only when necessary to prevent misreading.  Most contemporary writers and editors lean toward this open style of punctuation yet preserve a measure of subjectivity and discretion.

But fundamental practices of close punctuation are still called for. 

5.23  Care should be taken to distinguish between a compound sentence (two or more independent clauses) and a sentence having a compound predicate (two or more verbs having the same subject).  Preferably, the comma should not be used between the parts of a compound predicate.

Ideally, the reader does not notice punctuation.  
(And writers should not guess about punctuation.)

An overview of common marks follows.

Colons

A colon introduces; it says “something follows, and here it is.”  A colon may introduce one word.  (He worked all his life for one thing: money.)  It may introduce a list.  It may introduce another sentence.

Semicolons

A semicolon separates words, phrases, and clauses of equal rank.  Whatever kind of construction is on one side should be on the other.  The most frequent use is between two independent clauses that are closely connected in thought.  That semicolon is a fulcrum for the two clauses.  The second clause is in some way parallel: an added, alternate, or contrasting statement to the first.  In a series in which items contain internal commas, the items may be separated by semicolons.  The statement—sometimes encountered—that a semicolon is a strong comma is at best misleading. 

Commas

Commas have many uses, are the least specific mark, and can be difficult and confusing.  There are different practices in different fields (business, journalism, science, education) and from one country to another.  Handbooks are needed by beginning and professional writers to check uses of the comma.

Readers do not read commas; they read groups of words.  If commas are not there to mark a group of words or if commas break up groups of words, readers may miss the intended meaning or have to work to avoid misreading.  Any time that a reader has to reread a passage to understand it, that reader is, at least for a moment, no longer following the author’s flow of meaning.

Below are some applications.

1. Before coordinating conjunctions

In close punctuation, commas are required before coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, so, for when they join two independent clauses, that is, clauses that could be separate sentences). Some books add yet; I prefer a semicolon before yet.  Some style manuals note that if both clauses are short, the comma may be omitted.  In open punctuation, the writer makes choices.  In close punctuation, the comma is inserted.

2. Not before conjunctions joining verb phrases

In close punctuation, commas are not called for before and or but separating verb phrases—no matter how long those phrases are.  Many writers do insert commas at such points (after meaning in the next sentence, for example), perhaps because they feel some need to provide a break in the flow of words.  The use of commas can be daunting and confusing to the writer who has not had experience grouping words for meaning and may annoy writers who do have such experience.

3. After introductory adverbial clauses

Commas are required after introductory adverbial clauses as in these constructions:  


Because he was late,


After the plane left,


When the meeting started,

something happened.


Although I tried to avoid it, 


Wherever people gathered,

4. Not before restrictive adverbial clauses in second position (see 10 and 11)

because he was late.

after the plane left.

Something happened 


when the meeting started.

although I tried to avoid it.

wherever people gathered.

5. With introductory elements

a.
Introductory participles or participial phrases should always be followed by commas.  Inserting commas enthusiastically, Harry edited the CEO’s memo.
b.
Adverbs such as “quickly” or “carefully” or expressions such as “after all” as the first word or words of a sentence should be followed by commas.

c.
Other introductory phrases should be followed by commas if meaning is made clearer.  If in doubt, insert the comma.  (I probably insert more of those commas than needed.)

6. With participial and absolute phrases at ends of sentences

7. With other parenthetic elements

8. With coordinate adjectives

Coordinate adjectives could be joined by a conjunction.  Write “a hot and muggy summer” or “a hot, muggy summer.”

9. Not with serial adjectives

You would not write “an earthen colored and porcelain cup, so do not write “an earthen colored, porcelain cup”; write “an earthen colored porcelain cup.”

10. With nonrestrictive modifiers

Nonrestrictive modifiers may be removed from the sentence without changing essential meaning.  Students, who wish, may sing in the chorus.
11. Not with restrictive modifiers

Removing restrictive modifiers changes meaning of the sentence.  Students who cheat are not respected.
12. Not between subject and verb

There may be two commas between subject and verb to set off a parenthetic expression, and there may a single comma separating coordinate adjectives, but a single comma between subject and verb is likely to be a mistake.

13. After items in a series

In a series of three or more items, standards of general writing call for a comma after each item except the last one. Breakfast consisted of juice, toast, sausage and eggs, potatoes, and coffee. 

In business and journalistic writing, the comma before the and in a series is generally omitted.  The Associated Press Stylebook calls for omitting the comma “in a simple series” and for inserting the comma in a series that contains a conjunction (the breakfast menu above is the usual illustration) and “in a complex series of phrases.”

Omitting commas may save ink, paper, and time (I have often wondered how much), but the comma prevents misreading often enough that inserting it has value.  Consider this sentence:

“Charges against Harry included trespassing, pilfering and destroying property.” 

Property could be common object of pilfering and destroying, making the phrase one charge.  Because, however, pilfering might refer to the taking of items from desk drawers and destroying might refer to overturning tables and smashing computers, pilfering could be one charge and destroying property another charge.  If there are three charges, a comma after pilfering makes that clear, and the reader does not stop to wonder.  The journalist may reply, “If there were only two charges, I would have written ‘trespassing and pilfering and destroying property.’”  The reader who stops to wonder may see that in a few seconds, say, “Oh,” and continue reading, but the writer does lose the reader for those few seconds, which is not a good thing—and is not necessary.

Another problem arises from consistent omission of the comma.  A writer cannot construct certain kinds of phrases (appositives, absolute phrases) and know that they will be properly read.  Consider this sentence:  

“The writing is unclear, vague and uncertain.”  

If the writer means that the writing is unclear in that it is vague and uncertain, the punctuation is correct, but it may not be clear because some readers would automatically assume that the writing has three characteristics.  The writer who wants vague and uncertain as an appositive must use a dash or colon instead of the comma or rewrite in some way.

Unless you are in a business that requires omission of the serial comma, protect your meaning by inserting the comma.

Hyphens

Hyphens are a problem.  Even Chicago Manual of Style notes that.  Consult dictionaries or handbooks.

Dashes

A dash indicates some digression or added thought.  A pair of dashes makes the thought parenthetic.  Dashes are effective but can become habit forming; use with deliberation.  There should be no more than one dash or one pair of dashes in a sentence.

Dashes in narration can be useful.  Do not, however, slip into a habit of using dashes for any kind of break.  The letter-writing technique of using dashes for conversational breaks is not appropriate elsewhere.

Word processing programs can supply a full dash—sometimes with Alt 151 or Alt 0151.  (I have the one em dash on a macro at Alt-m and the one en dash at Alt-n.)  Otherwise, the best way to show a dash is with two strokes of the hyphen bar, no spaces before, between, or after.

Exclamation Points

I am among the editors who think that exclamation points are the mark of the amateur, that emphasis should be gained by choice and arrangement of words, and that exclamation points should be used rarely—if at all.

Apostrophes 

I think that it was George Bernard Shaw who said that if one studied all the rules for the apostrophe, it would drive him mad.  Rules in the books can indeed become complex, but here we need say little more than that possessive forms of nouns require apostrophes.  An apostrophe before an s indicates a singular possessive (“one patient’s spine”) and that an apostrophe after an s indicates a plural possessive (two patients’ spines).  Unless you write for newspapers, ignore the practice that only an apostrophe is needed for a possessive if the word ends in s.  Follow Strunk.  Be consistent: write “Charles’s” for the possessive for “Charles.” 

Do not use an apostrophe between year and s.  Write 1970s—not 1970’s.  There may be an apostrophe for omission of the century: the ‘70s.  Seventies may be better as a word.

There are no apostrophes with possessive forms of personal pronouns (my, ours, your, yours, his, her, hers, their, its).  It’s is a contraction of “it is.”
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