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24  Colons and Semicolons 
 

In physiology, the colon is near the end of the digestive track.  It doesn’t do 
polite things.  I mean, we all need one, but the less we talk about it, the better.  In 
grammar, it has a more pleasant function.  A colon means note what follows. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Odell doesn’t 
know 

anything 
about colons, 
but if he did, 
here’s what 

he’d say:  
Hastings can’t 
hold his wine 
and shouldn’t 

be visiting  
the Illinois 

River Winery. 
 

 
Colons are mostly used to set up a list of items, especially after phrases like as 
follows and the following. 
 

The application for employment as KS asked the following questions:   
Are you Protestant?  Do you have Hawaiian blood?  Did you  

personally bring small pox and mosquitoes to Hawaii? 
 
Do not use a colon immediately after the predicate to introduce a direct object. 
 

The emergency kit included flares, jumper cables, and a bottle of wine. 
 

The emergency kit included the following:  flares, jumper cables,  
and a bottle of wine. 

 
A second, and less common, place to use a colon is to connect two independent 
clauses when the second clause is a restatement or elaboration of the first. 
 
Pauahi gave her entire fortune to the schools:  her legacy is one of selflessness. 

 
Pauahi gave her entire fortune to the schools:  Her legacy is one of selflessness. 
 
I’ve known folks to capitalize the first word after the colon in this situation.  Of 
course, I’ve also known people who’ve voted Republican.  There’s no telling 
what some people will do.  I guess we’ll let both of those go.   
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You may also use a colon to introduce a quotation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Whenever Hobs 
gets lonely and 
wonders if any 
other dog cares, she 
remembers John 
Donne’s words of 
solace:  “No [dog] is 
an island, entire of 
itself.” 
 
 
A semicolon is less like a colon and more like a comma with an attitude.  Using 
semicolons correctly makes you look like a mature writer even if you have 
nothing to say.  This helps me out a lot, as I often babble.  Obviously. 
 
Some people have issues with semicolons.  I don’t think it’s really a bias so much; 
semicolons have no discernable color or sexual orientation.  It’s more of an anti-
snobbery.  Semicolons can become pretentious, and there is a tendency to 
overuse them once you master the fine art of semicolonizing.   Semicolation.  
Whatever. 
 
Semicolons and connecting clauses 
 
The vast majority of the time, and by vast majority, I mean always, you will use a 
semicolon to replace a comma and coordinate conjunction when connecting two 
independent clauses. 
 

Her answer was correct, but yours was not. 
 

Her answer was correct; yours was not. 
 
The semicolon is a tool that requires a bit of craftsmanship.  In the above example, 
the semicolon lends an appropriate air of abruptness.  That’s not always the case.  
I suppose my point is that semicolons should be used for a purpose.  They carry 
baggage. 
 
One purpose might be to unclutter a comma-filled sentence. 
 

Pua dances well, and, in fact, she might turn professional when she turns ten. 
 

Pua dances well; in fact, she might turn professional when she turns ten. 
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The first example, although correct, is comma-heavy.  Parenthetical 
expressions (such as in fact in the example) lend themselves to the relief 
semicolons provide.  
 

I’ve never gone to Paris, yet, on the other hand, Paris has never come to me. 
 

I’ve never gone to Paris; on the other hand, Paris has never come to me. 
 

To sum up, don’t start ramming independent clauses together with semicolons 
unless you have a good stylistic reason to do so:  the clauses have a strong logical 
tie, you wish to manipulate tone, a parenthetical phrase clutters the connection 
with commas, etc. 
 
 
Semicolons and other uses 
 
Okay, I lied with that vast majority means always crack earlier.  Occasionally, a 
semicolon may also be used with a coordinate conjunction to connect two 
independent clauses if the clauses have several commas within them.  The 
semicolon, in a sense, says this is a bigger stop than the commas.  It helps us 
understand the sentence more readily. 
 

In the seventeenth century, a time of skillful writers such as Browne, Donne,  
and Taylor, grammar gained prominence as a discipline; but the tendency  

today, when so many writers toss words around like rubbish, is to  
ignore grammar altogether. 

 
Finally, semicolons may be needed between items in a series if the items contain 
commas. 
 

The teacher announced the tasks of the students for the day:  Noelle,  
break dress code; Aaron and Kelleen, be a cute couple; Taylor, dream about 

Stanford; and Ka’ai, translate everything that happens into Hawaiian. 
      

 
 
 

While Odell 
and 

Hastings 
don’t know 

anything 
about 

semicolons,  
they spend 

most of 
their lives 

semi-
conscious.   

 
Does that 

count? 


