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Name:
____________________________________________
In this writer’s workshop, you will learn to use the semi-colon punctuation mark.
It's no accident that a semicolon is a period on top of a comma. The semicolon is sometimes described as stronger than a comma but weaker than a period. In certain uses, this is a reasonably accurate definition. Yet there is more to the semicolon than that. Like commas, semicolons indicate an audible pause—slightly longer than a comma's, however it’s short of a period's full stop.

Rule 1a. A semicolon can replace a period if the writer wishes to narrow the gap between two closely linked sentences.

Examples:
Call me tomorrow; you can give me an answer then.
We have paid our dues; we expect all the privileges listed in the contract.
Clarification: Most commonly, the semicolon is used between two independent clauses (i.e., clauses that could stand alone as separate sentences) when a coordinating conjunction (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so) is omitted.
Note: There are times when you can interchangeably use a comma or semi-colon. You must exercise your writer’s choice to decide which punctuation mark you will use.

Example:

Option A: 
The upperclassmen are permitted off-campus lunch; the underclassmen must remain on campus.

 

Evaluate:
The example above could be recast with the conjunction but, in which case a comma, rather than a semicolon, would be required.

 

Option B:
The upperclassmen are permitted off-campus lunch, but the underclassmen must remain on campus.

Evaluate:
Technically, the semicolon could be replaced with a period, since each independent clause is a complete sentence. The semicolon, however, emphasizes the connection between the two clauses.

Rule 1b. Avoid a semicolon when a dependent clause comes before an independent clause.

Incorrect: Although they tried; they failed.
Correct: Although they tried, they failed.
Rule 2. Use a semicolon before such words and terms as namely, however, therefore, that is, i.e., for example, e.g., for instance, etc., when they introduce a complete sentence. It is also preferable to use a comma after these words and terms.

Example: Bring any two items; however, sleeping bags and tents are in short supply.
Rule 3. Use a semicolon to separate units of a series when one or more of the units contain commas.

Incorrect: The conference has people who have come from Moscow, Idaho, Springfield, California, Alamo, Tennessee, and other places as well.
(Note that with only commas, that sentence is hopeless.)
Correct: The conference has people who have come from Moscow, Idaho; Springfield, California; Alamo, Tennessee; and other places as well. (Note the final semicolon, rather than a comma, after Tennessee.)

Rule 4. A semicolon may be used between independent clauses joined by a connector, such as and, but, or, nor, etc., when one or more commas appear in the first clause.

Example: When I finish here, and I will soon, I'll be glad to help you; and that is a promise I will keep.
Rule 5. Do not capitalize ordinary words after a semicolon.

Incorrect: I am here; You are over there.
Correct: I am here; you are over there.

Other Considerations:
Semi-colons can be used:

Between two independent clauses linked by a transitional expression.

 (e.g., accordingly, consequently, for example, nevertheless, so, thus).

 

Examples:

a) Heavy snow continues to fall at the airport; consequently, all flights have been grounded.

 

b) Hyperinflation makes it extremely difficult to keep track of prices; thus a quart of milk might cost $10 in the morning and $200 in the afternoon.

 

In lists with internal commas

The semicolon can also be used in lists with internal commas. In this usage, the semicolon acts as a sort of super-comma.

 

a) The new store will have groceries on the lower level; luggage, housewares, and electronics on the ground floor; men’s and women’s clothing on the second floor; and books, music, and stationery on the third floor.

 

In elliptical constructions

 When combined with a comma, the semicolon can be used in elliptical constructions. In this case, the comma serves as an ellipsis, eliminating the need to repeat an understood portion of the initial clause.

 

a) In 1992, Starbucks had under 200 stores; ten years later, over 5,000.

 

b) Some people brought food; others, clothing; yet others, merely a willingness to help.

Interesting Facts: 

Believe it or not, we have a 650-year-old Italian printer to thank for the semicolon. His name was Aldus Manutius the Elder, he lived from 1450 to 1515, and he’s considered one of the fathers of modern printing. 

Besides being recognized by most printing historians as the first typographer to use the semicolon, Manutius (pictured) is also credited with the invention of italics! He was the founder of the famous Aldine Press, the printing office in Venice that published new editions of Greek classics, including the works of Plato and Aristotle. 

Aldine Press also introduced the octavo size, a smaller book size that is similar to today’s paperback format. It was all part of Manutius’ two lifelong goals: to preserve Greek literature for the world, and to provide affordable and plentiful books for the masses.

Before the rise of printing in the 14th and 15th centuries, there wasn’t really a standardized system of punctuation. Manutius’ work went a long way toward filling that need. One of the best examples was in 1494, the same year Aldine Press was founded. In that year, Manutius published a short text titled De Aetna, written by Italian cardinal Pietro Bembo. Within its pages were the first semicolons in printing history! Manutius used these peculiar little punctuation marks to separate words with opposite meanings, and to distinguish between two related statements.

The occasional semicolon can be found in the sonnets of legendary English playwright William Shakespeare. But it was his contemporary and rival, the playwright Ben Jonson (pictured), who owns the distinction of being the first English writer to use semicolons consistently! 

After originating in Italy at the end of the 15th century, the semicolon began gaining popularity in England during the late 1570s. Up until that point, punctuation in English was a bit of a mess—the punctuation marks that existed at the time were used mainly to guide readers in speaking text out loud. There were even rules that established how long you should pause for different punctuation marks: one unit of time for a comma, two for a semicolon, and three for a colon! 

Jonson was the first writer to suggest a system of punctuation based more on syntax, or the actual grammatical structure of written sentences. He wrote a guide called The English Grammar in 1617, which wasn’t published until 1640 (after he had already died). In it, he described the potential of punctuation marks to guide a reader’s interpretation of various layers of meaning within texts. 

The punctuation marks he focused on? The exclamation point, the question mark, parentheses, and—you guessed it—the semicolon. Jonson began to use the semicolon in his own writings, and by the 18th century, it had become widely accepted throughout Europe!
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Spoken languages aren’t the only ones that use semicolons. The versatile punctuation mark plays an important role in computer programming, too! 

Programming languages from Pascal to Java to C to HTML make use of semicolons, often in a way that’s very similar to their use in English—to separate a series of statements. In fact, some of these languages require a semicolon after every individual statement, while others use them to mark the beginnings of comments. 

And that’s not all. If you’ve ever sent an email to a bunch of people, you’ve probably seen semicolons at work—they’re often used to separate email addresses in the “To” field. Semicolons are also used in programs like Microsoft Excel as list separators, especially when the program uses commas instead of periods to indicate decimal points.
Resources:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WMKufGCs1Ec
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d-3nnht-b40
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lyAqKmkkrJE
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