A Quick and Painless Guide to All You Need to Know About Commas and other Punctuation
Adapted from The Practical Stylist 
                       By Sheridan Baker 
  
  

THE COMMA 

The comma is one of the most important pieces of punctuation in written English. First, Baker tells us to forget concepts like "pause" when thinking about using the comma. Commas serve specific grammatical functions, and if you cannot explain which function it is performing, get rid of it.  70% of all comma errors come from putting commas where they don't belong, not from leaving them out. 

Baker offers us FOUR functions for the comma:  Introducer, Coordinator, Inserter, and Linker. 
  

1. The Introducer 

Use a comma after every introductory word or word group (phrase or clause). 

Indeed, the new loans for Indonesia were withdrawn by the World Bank. 

After her third letter home, we realized how serious things were. 

       
Whether or not you write well, write bravely" (Bill Stout)

In some forms of writing (creative non-fiction, fiction, informal essays) writers may leave out of these introducers, as long as there is no chance of confusion. In academic prose, always more conservative, it is a good idea always to use them. 
  
  
  

 2. The Coordinator 

Use a comma with a conjunction (and, but, yet, etc.) to join two independent clauses. 

The owners and the players treat baseball like a 
business ,and the last thing America needs is another 

business.


The writer must earn money in order to live and to write ,but 

he must by no means live and write for the purpose of making 

money (Marx).


For decades, Columbus has been presented as the heroic 

figure who  'discovered' America , yet contemporary 

cultural critics treat him like  just another imperialist.  
  

As with the introducer, writers will sometimes leave out the comma and just use the coordinator. In some forms of writing, that is acceptable, as long as it risks no confusion. In academic writing, generally, one should always include the matched set: the comma and the coordinator. 

  
By the way, there are two other options at the pressure point between two independent clauses. 

            1.  You can use a period and create two separate sentences. 

            2.  You can use a semi-colon.
 

3. The Inserter 

Use a pair of commas around any word or word group (a phrase or a clause) inserted into a sentence. These are words or word groups that are parenthetical, which means the sentence could stand without them. It is important to put a comma at both ends of the inserted word or words, otherwise you could have a mess. 


When the committee met, however, they voted against the 

amendment. 

Diane Feinstein, the senator from California, voted for the 

amendment. 

The new regulations,which strike most senators as reasonable, will 

change the way commerce is conducted on the Internet. 

Remember, the word or word group being inserted is "nonrestrictive," which is to say that it could be removed and the sentence would still make sense. In some cases, making material restrictive (no commas) or nonrestrictive (commas on each end) can drastically change meaning. For example: 

                The taxes that are reasonable will be paid. 

                The taxes, which are reasonable, will be paid. 

In one case, only some taxes (those thought reasonable) will be paid. In the other case, all taxes are thought reasonable and will be paid. 
  
  

 

4. The Linker 

Use a comma to add a word or word group to the end of a sentence, as an additional phrase or afterthought (as I just did here). 

She was all the things we wanted in a President, ambitious 

and brimming with confidence. 

On a calm and sunny day in October, the hot new Internet stocks finally crashed, leaving thousands of investors in a 

panic. 

                   

My broker waited until the next day to call me with the bad news, which I thought was unprofessional and cowardly. 

The ability to break open the end of a sentence and attach further information is an important part of mature prose style.  It is one way to reduce the number of shorter simple sentences, by allowing you to attach pertinent information with just a comma.  For example, in the second sentence above, the writer could have done this: 

On a calm and sunny day in October, the hot new Internet 

stocks finally crashed.  It left thousands of investors in a 

panic. 

It is legal, but is it as effective?  Notice how it requires the use of another subject  "It").  Notice how the use of two sentences makes the writing feel choppy. 
  
  
  

THE SEMI-COLON 

Sheridan Baker makes the rules for use of the semi-colon easy to understand: 

USE THE SEMI-COLON ONLY WHERE YOU COULD ALSO USE A PERIOD, 

UNLESS DESPERATE. 

Baker adds the escape clause, "unless desperate," because he knows that resourceful writers will sometimes stretch the rules in order to create a particular effect.  But in academic writing, his basic rule is a good one.  Here is a quick example: 

Some came looking for enlightenment and freedom; others came 

looking for profit. 

This could also be written as two separate sentences: 

Some came looking for enlightenment and freedom.  Others came 

looking for profit. 

This could also be written as a single sentence, using a comma and a conjunction: 

Some came looking for enlightenment and freedom, and others came 

looking for profit. 

