The Semicolon

Use a semicolon between closely related independent clauses not joined by a coordinating conjunction.

When related independent clauses appear in one sentence, they are ordinarily connected with a comma and a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet).  The conjunction expresses the relation between the clauses.  If the relation is clear without the conjunction, a writer may choose to connect the clauses with a semicolon instead.

“I cannot wait to graduate; I will miss Mr. Bain though.”
· Quote from (almost) every grade 12 student at ESCSM

A semicolon must be used whenever a coordinating conjunction has been omitted between independent clauses.  To use merely a comma creates an error known as a comma splice.

Most Canadian hospitals offer only Western methods of treatment; hospitals in China provide both Western and traditional Chinese medicine.

Use a semicolon between independent clauses linked with a transitional expression.

Transitional expressions include conjunctive adverbs and transitional phrases.

Conjunctive Adverbs:

accordingly, also, anyway, besides, certainly, consequently, conversely, finally, furthermore, hence, however, incidentally, indeed, instead, likewise, meanwhile, moreover, nevertheless, next, nonetheless, otherwise, similarly, specifically, still, subsequently, then, therefore, thus.


Transitional Phrases:

after all, as a matter of fact, as a result, at any rate, at the same time, even so, for example, for instance, in addition, in conclusion, in fact, in other words, in the first place, on the contrary, on the other hand.









When a transitional expression appears between independent clauses, it is preceded by a semicolon and often followed by a comma.

I learned all the rules and regulations; however, I never really learned to control the ball.

When a transitional expression appears in the middle or at the end of the second independent clause, the semicolon goes between the clauses.

Most singers gain fame through hard work and dedication; Evita, however, found other means.

Transitional expressions should not be confused with the coordinating conjunctions and, but, or, nor, for, so, and yet, which are preceded by a comma when they link independent clauses.


Use a semicolon between items in a series containing internal punctuation.

Classic science fiction sagas are Star Trek, with Mr. Spock and his large pointed ears; Battlestar Galactica, with its Cylon Raiders; and Star Wars, with Han Solo, Luke Skywalker, and Darth Vader.



Avoid common misuses of the semicolon.

Do not use a semicolon in the following situations:

i)	between a subordinate clause and the rest of the sentence

Unless you brush your teeth within 10 or 15 minutes of eating; brushing does almost no good.

ii)	between an appositive and the word it refers to

Another delicious dish is the chef’s special; a roasted duck rubbed with spices and stuffed with wild rice.

iii)	to introduce a list

Some of my favourite artists are featured on Red, Hot, and Blues; the Neville Brothers, Annie Lennox, and Neneh Cherry.

iv)	between independent clauses joined by and, but, or, nor, for, so, or yet

Five of the applicants had worked with spreadsheets; but only one was familiar with database management.



Exercise A:	Follow the instructions below to compose your sentences.

1. Compose a compound sentence which includes a semi-colon.

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

2. Compose a compound sentence which includes a semi-colon and a conjunctive adverb.

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

3. Compose a complex sentence which includes semi-colons and a series of items containing internal punctuation.

________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

4. Compose a compound-complex sentence which includes a semi-colon.

As I left the school, I ate my sliced cucumber; the juice made my socks wet.



