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Semicolons

This handout explains the purpose of a semicolon [;], which is used to join together complete sentence
parts.

1. Use a semicolon between closely related independent clauses not joined a coordinating
conjunction. When related independent clauses appear in a sentence they should usually be
linked together with a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, for, yet, so). These words signal
that there is a relationship between the two clauses. If the clauses are related and if the
relationship between them is clear without a conjunction, you can use a semicolon instead.

e | got into an accident; the car was damaged badly.
e | remember the incident well; it happened in 1983.

Semicolons are often used to correct comma splices, which is what happens when we connect two
independent clauses with a comma when there is no coordinating conjunction:
e | was late to class today, there was no parking.

This sentence contains a comma splice. While the instinct in correcting comma splices is to use a
semicolon here, simply adding a coordinating conjunction would correct the comma splice:
e | was late to class today because there was no parking.

One common mistake is to use words like “however” or “therefore” as coordinating conjunctions.
However, they are not. When connecting two independent clauses with a comma and a word like
“however” or “therefore,” you can either divide the sentence into two sentences, or use a semicolon,
which can be used to connect two independent clauses without a coordinating conjunction.

If you are unsure whether to use a comma or semicolon, check if both sides are independent clauses, or
what can stand on their own as sentences. If both sides are independent clauses, you either need a
semicolon or a coordinating conjunction. If only one side is an independent clause, and the other is a
dependent clauses, use a comma.

If you are unsure whether to use a semicolon or period, think about why you want to join the two ideas
together in the first place: should they be in the same sentence or in separate sentences?

2. Use a semicolon between items in a series of items that already contain commas:

¢ Some of her favorite deserts are chocolate cake, the kind with cherries on top; banana
splits, without any nuts; and rice pudding, but only if it is made without raisins.

RESOURCES

The Semicolon
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/marks/semicolon.htm

Using Semicolons
http://writing2.richmond.edu/writing/wweb/semicolon.html
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