
Mistakes with

commas

-o discussion about the most common mistakes in English )ould

be complete )ithout mentioning commas Although not using com-

mas properly )ould not make you sound unnatural &as it is a purely

typographical device', it )ould make your )riting look substandard

or even cause misunderstanding
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  hat sets English apart from most other languages is its use of 

comma before a dependent &subordinate' clause #ependent clauses

&clauses introduced by )ords like @that, @)hich, @)ho, @)here,

@ho), etc' are neither preeded nor 7o""o%ed bC a omma $or e0-

ampleF

ars that don8t have seat belts aren8t alloed to carry children3 <cor3=

ars, that don8t have seat belts, aren8t alloed to carry children3 <3=

 I don8t kno hich one I ant3 <correct=

 I don8t kno, hich one I ant3 <ron/=

ould you tell )e here it isO <correct=

ould you tell )e, here it isO <ron/=

#ependent clauses are separated )ith commas only )hen the in-

formation contained in the clause is not important for the overall

meaning of the )hole sentence A good )ay to recognie such
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clauses is to try to enclose the clause in parentheses if the sentence

still makes sense, you should use commas &or parentheses' to separ-

ate the clause from the rest, eg

 Bra4il nuts, hich you can buy in a su2er)arket,

are a /reat source o+ seleniu)3

Commas )ere appropriate here because )e could replace them )ith

parenthesesF

 Bra4il nuts <hich you can buy in a su2er)arket= are a /reat source

o+ seleniu)3

.ot using commas or parentheses )ould be a mistake in this case

8he sentence

 Bra4il nuts hich you can buy in a su2er)arket are a /reat source o+

 seleniu)3

implies that only <rail nuts sold in a supermarket are a great source

of selenium, )hich is certainly not the case

.otice ho) the three e0amples )e used at the beginning )ouldn’t

make sense if )e put the dependent clause in parenthesesF

ars <that don8t have seat belts= aren8t alloed to carry children3

 I don8t kno <hich one I ant=3

ould you tell )e <here it is=O 

(MM) EF(5E (-J+-&(-S
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Most languages don’t re7uire a comma before @and )hen it =oins

t)o independent clauses, but )riting a comma before @but, @so, and

other con=unctions is 7uite common %n English, ho)ever, )e don’t
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make a difference bet)een @and and other con=unctions, and you

should almost al)ays use a commaF

 I had to /o to the air2ort, andEbutEso I couldn8t attend the 2arty3 <co3=

 I had to /o to the air2ort andEbutEso I couldn8t attend the 2arty3 <r3=

She8s already seen the 5l), and she doesn8t ant to /o3 <correct=

She8s already seen the 5l) and she doesn8t ant to /o3 <ron/=

% )rote @almost al)ays because it is usually considered acceptable to

omit the comma )hen both clauses are very short, eg

 I 2layed the /uitar and she san/3 <acce2table=

 I 2layed the /uitar, and she san/3 <correct=

8he solution seems to be simpleF =ust )rite the comma every time,

and you cannot be )rong <ut, there is a catch 9hen @and, @but,

and other con=unctions separate =ust t)o verbs, not t)o clauses, )e

don’t use a comma, for e0ampleF

 ;e cooks and eats3 <correct=

 ;e cooks, and eats3 <ron/=

 ;e can ride a bike but can8t si)3 <correct=

 ;e can ride a bike, but can8t si)3 <ron/=

8he problem is that you can make the sentence any length you )ish

as long as there is no sub=ect in the other @clause, you shouldn’t use

a commaF

 ;e cooks )eals +or the hole +a)ily and eats a lot o+ ve/etables3 <cor3=

 ;e cooks )eals +or the hole +a)ily, and eats a lot o+ ve/etables3 <r3=

8heoretically, you could avoid this situation by al)ays putting the

sub=ect in each part of the sentence, but this can hardly be recom-

mended you )ill certainly agree the follo)ing sentence sounds a bit

clumsyF
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 ;e cooks )eals +or the hole +a)ily, and he eats a lot o+ ve/etables3

8he sentence is grammatically correct, but the one )ithout @he and

the comma sounds much more natural

(MM) EEE- &-E6E-E- 3)+SES

&t is perfectly +ne to separate t)o sentences by a comma in most

European languages %n English, ho)ever, this is considered a mis-

take you either have to use a full stop &period', a semicolon &like %

did in this sentence', or you have to use a con=unction &a )ord like

@and, @but, @)hereas, etc'F

 Jane ent to the cine)a3 John ent ho)e3 <correct=

 Jane ent to the cine)a John ent ho)e3 <correct=

 Jane ent to the cine)a, and John ent ho)e3 <correct=

 Jane ent to the cine)a, John ent ho)e3 <ron/=

 9e use a semicolon especially )hen there is some logical connection

bet)een the t)o clauses &ie )hen )e don’t use a con=unction, but

the sentence doesn’t look 7uite right )ith a full stop', for e0ampleF

 I )oved to Ja2an I ant to stay there3 <correct=

 I )oved to Ja2an, and I ant to stay there3 <correct=

 I )oved to Ja2an3 I ant to stay there3 <so)ehat +ra/)ented=

 I )oved to Ja2an, I ant to stay there3 <ron/=

8he third e0ample is grammatically correct, but the style is some-

)hat inappropriate 8oo many short sentences may make your )rit-

ing look childish or non-native

Moreover, if the latter clause3sentence is introduced by an adverb

like @moreover, @nevertheless, @ho)ever, etc, you should use a full

stop or a semicolonF
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 I )oved to Ja2an3 Moreover, I intend to stay there3 <correct=

 I )oved to Ja2an, )oreover, I intend to stay there3 <ron/=

 Jane ent to the cine)a hoever, John ent ho)e3 <correct=

 Jane ent to the cine)a, hoever, John ent ho)e3 <ron/=

#on’t confuse this usage )ith such adverbs modifying the  5rst clause,

as inF

 I as ori/inally thinkin/ about )ovin/ to hina3 I )oved to Ja2an,

 hoever, and I intend to stay there3

@:o)ever belongs to the +rst clause, not to the second )e could as

)ell have said @:o)ever, % moved to !apan, and % intend to stay

there

(MM)  )FE5 &-5(+(5Y 65)SE

 ) fter an introductory phrase, you should usually )rite a comma %

intentionally started the last sentence )ith an introductory phrase to

demonstrate )hat an introductory phrase isF it is a part of sentence

that )ould normally come after a verb &)ithout any comma' %f you

break the natural flo), you should indicate it )ith a commaF

 A+ter an introductory 2hrase, you should rite a co))a3 <correct=

Hou should rite a co))a a+ter an introductory 2hrase3 <correct=

 A+ter an introductory 2hrase you should rite a co))a3 <ron/=

 Be+ore )ovin/ any +urther, let us introduce a +e conce2ts3 <correct=

 Be+ore )ovin/ any +urther let us introduce a +e conce2ts3 <ron/=

%f you feel the flo) of the sentence )ould be harmed by including a

comma &)hich indicates a short pause', you may omit it /uch usage
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should be limited to short adverbial phrases indicating time, place,

or manner, for e0ampleF

Hesterday I sa hi)3

ith /ratitude he acce2ted the 2ri4e3

.onetheless, )riting a comma in these sentences )ould be also con-

sidered completely correct

 9hether you use a comma or not, don8t overuse introductory 2hrases

%’ve seen many te0ts &especially in scienti+c )riting' )ritten by non-

native speakers in )hich almost every other sentence started )ith an

introductory phrase %t is +ne to use an introductory phrase every

no) and then to emphasie a certain part of the sentence, but this is

not the normal )ay to construct sentences are in English @% sa) him

yesterday is the normal )ay @*esterday&,' % sa) him makes the

sentence sound more dramatic and puts more emphasis on @yester-

day

8here is one type of short introductory phrases )hich should al)ays

be follo)ed by a comma Adverbs like @ho)ever, @nevertheless,

@moreover, @therefore, etc, are al)ays follo)ed by a comma )hen

used at the beginning of a sentence to provide a logical connection

)ith )hat )as said previously, for e0ampleF

 I like hi)3 ;oever, I ouldn8t ant to ork ith hi)3 <correct=

 I like hi)3 ;oever I ouldn8t ant to ork ith hi)3 <ron/=

 I cleaned the bathroo)3 Moreover, I took out the rubbish3 <correct=

 I cleaned the bathroo)3 Moreover I took out the rubbish3 <ron/=

&.ote that @rubbish is a <ritish e0pression for )hat )ould be usually

called @trash or @garbage in American English' 8he comma is espe-

cially important in the case of @ho)ever because )ithout a comma,

it means @no matter ho), for e0ampleF

 ;oever )uch you try, you cannot in3 <correct=

 ;oever, )uch you try, you cannot in3 <ron/=
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he con=unction @if behaves =ust like @)hich, @)here, @)ho, etc

that is, if it introduces a clause important for the overall meaning of 

the sentence, )e don’t use a comma before it &both in the meaning of 

@)hether and in the meaning of @)hen'F

 I don8t kno i+ he co)es3 <correct=

 I don8t kno, i+ he co)es3 <ron/=

 Please let )e kno i+ so)ethin/ ha22ens3 <correct=

 Please let )e kno, i+ so)ethin/ ha22ens3 <ron/=

 !ust like )ith the other con=unctions, only use a comma as an altern-

ative to parentheses 8here is, ho)ever, one important difference in

usage 2nlike @)hich, @)here, etc, @if is often used at the begin-

ning of a sentence &as a sort of an introductory phrase', and such a

clause is al)ays follo)ed by a commaF

 I+ the Potters co)e, there on8t be enou/h chairs +or all3 <correct=

 I+ the Potters co)e there on8t be enou/h chairs +or all3 <ron/=

 I+ so)ethin/ ha22ens, 2lease let )e kno3 <correct=

 I+ so)ethin/ ha22ens 2lease let )e kno3 <ron/=

@9hich, @)here, and other con=unctions can also be used in this

)ay, but such style is considered very formal and literary, and )ould

be found mostly in older literature, poetry, and similar )orks of artF

hat he told hi), I don8t kno3 <correct, literary=

8his construction should be avoided in normal )riting and speech
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ecause introduces a dependent clause that almost al)ays contains

essential information, so =ust like before @that, @)hich, @)ho, etc,

)e usually don’t use a comma, eg

 I )ust /o to ork no because )y boss told )e so3 <correct=

 I )ust /o to ork no, because )y boss told )e so3 <see belo=

8he latter e0ample implies that the fact that your boss told you so is

mostly irrelevantbut )hy mention it then1 A good rule of thumb

isF %f you don’t feel the need to put the clause starting )ith @because

in parentheses, don’t use a comma

8here is one important class of e0ceptions, ho)ever 9hen the +rst

clause is negative, not aQrmative, it is often recommended to use a

comma to avoid possible misreading 8he Chicago Manual of /tyle

gives the follo)ing e0ampleF

 ;e didn8t run, because he as a+raid3

8his sentence can only be interpreted as @:e didn’t run, and the

reason )as that he )as afraid %f )e don’t use a comma, it can be

misunderstood as @8he reason )hy he didn’t run )asn’t that he )as

afraid, as inF

 ;e didn8t run because he as a+raid3 ;e ran because he en1oys

runnin/3

%f the meaning is clear even )ithout a comma, you can omit it, but

you should use a comma )henever the +rst reading can result in

misunderstanding

.ote that if the order of the because-clause and the main clause is re-

versed, )e al)ays use a comma, =ust like for @ifF
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 Because he as a+raid, he didn8t run3 <correct=

 Because he as a+raid he didn8t run3 <ron/=

SE5&)3 ?( <F(5@ (MM) 

 ) s you might have noticed, )hen there is a list of the form @A, <, ,

W, and * in this book, there is al)ays a comma before @and 8his is

not a matter of correctness if % omitted the commas, no-one could

say that % made a mistake :o)ever, the style % use is so common you

should learn ho) it is used

 9hat % use is the so called  serial co))a or 76+ord co))a &or ;arvard

co))a' $or instance, in this book % )roteF

 Just like ater, su/ar, and love, )oney can be used 333 <ser3 co))a=

 9ithout the O0ford comma, the sentence )ould readF

 Just like ater, su/ar and love, )oney can be used 333 <no ser3 co))a=

My personal feeling is that the O0ford comma improves clarity most

of the time for e0ample, @)ater, sugar and love, money in the sen-

tence above )ithout the comma may seem to be the +rst three items

in a list that goes on, )hereas @)ater, sugar, and love makes it un-

ambiguously clear that the list ended there A famous e0ample is a

book dedication of the formF

To )y 2arents, Ayn -and, and (od3

8he meaning is completely clear 9ithout the commaF

To )y 2arents, Ayn -and and (od3

%s the author claiming that he or she is the child of Ayn and and

Bod1 "robably not, but this is not clear from the punctuation
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8he O0ford comma can, in much rarer cases, also create ambiguity

%magine a dedication likeF

To )y )other, Ayn -and, and (od3

%s Ayn and the mother’s name, or are the mother and Ayn and

t)o different people1 .evertheless, such ambiguities can virtually al-

)ays be resolved using different punctuation marks or )ord order,

eg

To )y )other <Ayn -and= and (od3

To )y )other, (od, and Ayn -and3

 Ambiguities created by not using the serial comma are often much

harder &or even impossible' to resolve

(MM)  )5(+- E.;

Should you use a comma before and after @etc1 8here’s no de+nit-

ive ans)er, because different style guides recommend different us-

age .evertheless, the style that seems to be recommended most of 

the time is to alays include a co))a be+ore >etc3@  it is recommended

even by those )ho discourage the use of the O0ford comma $or e0-

ampleF

 ;e bou/ht so)e a22les, oran/es, /ra2e+ruits, etc3

%f @etc is not the last part of the sentence, it is also to be 7o""o%ed by

a commaF

 ;e bou/ht so)e a22les, oran/es, /ra2e+ruits, etc3, +or his +ruit salad3

/ome sources recommend not using any comma at all, eg

 ;e bou/ht so)e a22les, oran/es, /ra2e+ruits etc3 +or his +ruit salad3
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but these are 7uite uncommon, and such usage is usually perceived

negatively by those )ho do use the comma
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