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Introduction

To the reader

I should very much like to begin this book by assuring my readers that mastering the art of punctuation is not only vital for their success and happiness in life, but also tremendous fun.

Honesty, unfortunately, will not allow me to make either of these claims. Punctuation is a relatively modest art and a servant to other aspects of writing. You are never likely to read a book review that says, ‘The plot is predictable, the characters are boring and the style is lifeless, but all this is redeemed by some magnificent punctuation.’ On the other hand, if the plot, characters and style are magnificent, but the author’s punctuation leaves something to be desired, you are unlikely to be put off from reading the book. You can get by without knowing the finer points of punctuation, just as you can get by without knowing how to spell difficult words, where to find China on a map of the world, when the Battle of Hastings took place, or what is meant by H2O. Certain, perhaps rather peculiar, people may wince, or foam at the mouth, when they read a label saying ‘POTATO’S’ in a greengrocer’s shop, but they do not mistake the potatoes for tomatoes or oranges on that account – or necessarily refuse to buy them – do they?

You can get by, usually, because other people will fill in the gaps in your knowledge or skill for you. Also, the human mind is programmed to try to make sense of things. A hastily scrawled note

OF TILL 2 TAKE CALLS 4 ME TA [image: smile image]

or a text message is not altogether incomprehensible because it takes liberties with grammar, spelling and punctuation and mixes words, numbers and symbols. Readers, often in a hurry themselves, want to understand. Consequently, and out of the goodness of their hearts, they will do the necessary interpretive work for the writer.

The fact that you have bought this book, or simply picked it up to look at it, perhaps means that you do not want simply to get by or be, like Tennessee Williams’ heroine in A Streetcar Named Desire, ‘always... dependent on the kindness of strangers’. Correct punctuation and spelling may be fairly modest accomplishments, but if you can punctuate and spell, you can at least be a net contributor to understanding and clarity and not an intellectual scrounger. You will also run less risk, if this is important to you, of being considered ‘ignorant’, ‘uneducated’ or a person who is, however inadvertently, contributing to the decline of the English language or, indeed, civilisation as we know it.

The purpose of this book

The final sentence of the previous paragraph introduces a rather delicate topic. The purpose of this book, as the title suggests, is to perfect your punctuation – or, if that seems too ambitious an aim, to try to explain the purpose and function of the various punctuation marks and enable you to use them with confidence. However, this is not a campaigning book. What you do with any knowledge or skill you gain from it is your own affair, but it is not primarily intended to put you in a position to pour scorn on people who misuse apostrophes or semicolons. There is a lot of fun to be had from spotting howlers of all sorts. There is more fun in mispunctuation, misspelling and misuse of language, probably, than in correct punctuation, spelling and style. But there is, or there ought to be, pleasure in doing anything well, whether it is making something, writing something or even punctuating something. If this book enables you to experience some of that kind of pleasure, it will more than have fulfilled its aim.

Language and writing style are always changing. This change is a fairly gradual process, but it is a continuous one. Writers used punctuation differently fifty or a hundred years ago. People who wrote about punctuation then would likewise have offered different advice or instructions to their readers. (It may come as a relief to the reader to know that nowadays punctuation is less complex than it used to be, and that there is, generally speaking, less of it.) In another fifty or a hundred years’ time, things will, no doubt, have changed again. Obviously, this book can only provide information about the current situation; a more important point to note, however, is that correctness can only be assessed on the basis of what is correct now and, more often than not, what is considered correct now is based on what was considered correct in the past.

It may often seem that people who care about language are simply trying to hold a door shut either against a tide of new ideas and practices or against a horde of ignorant and uneducated vandals whose aim is to destroy the English that they love. If this is what they are trying to do, it is bound in the end to be a vain endeavour. Hopefully, in the sense of ‘it is to be hoped that’, still causes controversy, at least among purists, even though the word, according to The New Oxford Dictionary of English, is used far more frequently now in this new sense than in the old (The dog saw me putting on my shoes and stood up hopefully), which surely proves that many if not most people find the new sense useful. There is no language police to arrest a word that breaks through the door. Dictionaries, and the other works that we go to for authoritative advice on language, eventually swim with the tide. Most dictionaries, in fact, trumpet the number of new words they contain, which are, in some cases, words that purists might originally have shuddered at. If enough users of English decided that ‘potato’s’ was a correct way to spell the plural of potato, that usage would eventually creep into the dictionary and into books such as this one. We are still a long way from that, however.

We need perhaps to think about correctness in a different way, not so much as an exercise in shutting things or people out or rescuing a beloved language from barbarians, but as something that we get a modest pleasure from because it is a good thing in itself. It is good to be educated and to be able to speak and write clearly and correctly according to the standards of the time in which we live. It may not be cool, it may not be sexy, but it is a good thing and it is a useful thing. Unless we believe that somewhere deep down, the ‘barbarians’ have already won and taken over.

Using language well is one way of putting this belief into practice. I am, I hope, not alone in arguing that you cannot use language really well, unless you can punctuate at least adequately. That is my reason for writing this book. I hope it is your reason for reading it.

The purpose of punctuation

The basic purpose of punctuation is to organise words in a way that helps the reader understand precisely what the writer meant to say. Punctuation, as I said earlier, is a servant to other aspects of writing. Words do most of the work – a writer has to be able to choose the right words to express his or her ideas – but badly organised words obscure meaning. Punctuation should clarify it.

To illustrate the point that punctuation can affect meaning, let me use a very simple example. The words drop dead gorgeous can be punctuated in at least two different ways. Punctuated like this:

drop-dead gorgeous

they mean one thing; punctuated like this:

Drop dead, gorgeous!

they mean something else entirely.

For a slightly more subtle example, consider this sentence from an earlier paragraph:

Unless we believe that somewhere deep down, the ‘barbarians’ have already won and taken over.

If we move the comma in that sentence, the meaning changes:

Unless we believe that, somewhere deep down the ‘barbarians’ have already won and taken over.

Punctuation affects meaning. We might put it more strongly: punctuation creates meaning. If that sounds like a bit of an overstatement, it is certainly true that bad punctuation can destroy meaning at least as effectively as bad spelling:

I asked him politely, as I thought why he was making such a racket, at this time of night?

If the sentence is punctuated correctly, the meaning is restored:

I asked him, politely as I thought, why he was making such a racket at this time of night.

There are rules that tell you where to put commas and when to use question marks, and these rules are given in the relevant chapters of this book. Good punctuation, however, is not simply a matter of rules. It also has a lot to do with common sense and with your basic feeling for language.

In one of its more old-fashioned senses, the noun stop means a punctuation mark. Most punctuation marks represent a brief ‘stop’ or ‘pause’ in the flow of a sentence. When we are speaking, we use various methods to help put our meaning across, such as raising our voice slightly at the end of a question. We also naturally tend to insert fractional pauses between certain groups of words:

Listen carefully meet me outside the town hall at six o’clock oh and don’t forget to bring the you know what

You should not write this like that, but, more to the point, you would never say it like that. You would normally say:

Listen carefully meet me outside the town hall at six o’clock oh and don’t forget to bring the youknowwhat

What you would normally say gives you at least a rough guide as to how to punctuate:

Listen carefully. Meet me outside the town hall at six o’clock – oh, and don’t forget to bring the you-know-what.

It is usually a good idea to say things over to yourself, either aloud or with your ‘inner voice’, as you write them or after you have written them, in order to check that they ‘sound right’, that is, natural and clear. The same practice will help you get your punctuation right. Certainly, if you read sentences like this previous example aloud, pausing at the commas:

I asked him politely, as I thought why he was making such a racket, at this time of night?

you are unlikely to let them pass.

A final word about this book

It is difficult to talk or write about any aspect of language use without using a certain number of technical terms and referring occasionally to grammar. I have tried throughout this book to explain thifngs as straightforwardly as I can, only resorting to grammatical rules and terminology where there is no real alternative. It is, however, particularly hard to understand punctuation, which mainly organises words into and within sentences, if you are unaware of how sentences work. The very first chapter of this book, therefore, is devoted to the sentence and goes into a certain amount of grammatical detail. Readers who are confident that they understand sentences and such matters as the difference between a main clause and a subordinate clause are cordially invited to skip this chapter and continue with those devoted to individual punctuation marks.


Perfect
Punctuation

Stephen Curtis
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1 Sentences and final punctuation marks

The sentence

It may seem slightly perverse to begin a book about punctuation by talking about ‘the sentence’. If, however, I started with the grand announcement that all sentences begin with a capital letter and most end with a full stop, you would probably tell me to pass on rapidly to something a bit more challenging. The question of what a sentence is, or of whether or not a particular set of words makes up a proper sentence, perhaps falls into that category. This question is also very relevant to the use of punctuation. If you do not know when a string of words achieves the status of a proper sentence, how do you know where to put a full stop, question mark or exclamation mark? Moreover, a general discussion of the sentence is relevant not only to these particular marks, which will be dealt with in this part of the book, but also has a bearing on others such as the colon and semicolon, to which we shall be turning later.

The basics

The New Oxford Dictionary of English defines a sentence as:

a set of words that is complete in itself, typically containing a subject and a predicate, conveying a statement, question, exclamation, or command, and consisting of a main clause and sometimes one or more subordinate clauses.

This definition is admirably straightforward for someone who has a basic knowledge of the vocabulary used in discussing language and grammar. Nevertheless, someone who is unfamiliar with that kind of vocabulary may still have a problem using that definition, clear and accurate though it is, to decide whether the following are sentences or not:

Why

Go

The fat cat sat

When all is said and done

If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs and blaming it on you

(Punctuation marks have been omitted here because their presence, assuming they were used correctly, would give the game away – which is, indirectly, a sure sign of how necessary they are in ordinary writing.)

The answer is that the first three examples are complete sentences, while the last two are not.

It is possible that at the same time as you were taught that a sentence begins with a capital letter and ends with a full stop, you were also taught that a sentence must contain a verb (a word such as go, come, think, disturb, disestablish or discombobulate that describes an action) and a subject (generally a word such as cat, car, woman, plumber, sentence or sententiousness, describing a thing, person, animal, quality or state and called a noun). The subject carries out or is affected by the action referred to by the verb. While this is generally or typically true, it is not true in all cases. The crucial part of the dictionary definition given above is the phrase ‘a set of words that is complete in itself’. That is what makes it possible for a single word such as why, at least in the form of a question, to function as a sentence:

‘I’ve decided to sell everything I own and give the proceeds to charity.’ — ‘Why?’

‘The car’s broken down again.’ — ‘Blast!’

‘Can I come with you?’ — ‘Yes.’

The three single words that form the responses in each of these fragments of dialogue all count as good and proper sentences (although, strictly speaking, they should be called ‘minor sentences’ to distinguish them from the standard type). They are complete in themselves: no more needs to be said to communicate the idea that the speaker has in mind. Perhaps the best words to latch onto if you have any difficulty with the idea of ‘completeness in itself’ are yes and no. In many, many contexts they say it all; everything else is simply embroidery.

It may be a little difficult to grasp the notion that a single word that is not a verb can form a complete sentence. It may be even more difficult to understand why a much longer set of words, which contains a subject and a predicate (the part of a sentence that contains a verb and says something about the subject), does not count as a proper sentence. Let us call up one of the previous examples again.

When all is said and done...

Imagine someone saying this to you and stopping after done. Your first instinct surely would be to produce a complete sentence in reply: ‘What?’ When all is said and done, what? In common-sense terms, something remains to be communicated. We know from everyday experience that people use this phrase as a prelude to something else:

When all is said and done, he’s still only a child.

When all is said and done, she’s been an excellent mother to those children.

But we perhaps need to back up common sense with a little grammar. It is the word when that prevents the phrase from being a proper sentence. Although it sounds rather awkward and high-flown, All is said and done is a proper sentence. When and words like it such as where, whether, how, (al)though, as, because, unless, since and if act as what are known as subordinating conjunctions when they appear at the beginning of statements. Some of them can introduce questions that form complete sentences:

Where are you?

How did she do that?

But when a word of this type comes at the beginning not of a question, but of a statement, it makes that statement incomplete:

Where you are...

How she did it...

Common sense tells us that anyone who says something like this and then stops is guilty of withholding information. These phrases cry out to be part of something larger:

Where you are is where I want to be.

I expect the weather is glorious where you are.

How she did it remains a mystery.

If I knew how she did it, I’d do it too.

Subordinating conjunctions begin statements that form parts of sentences, but that need something else added to them to become full sentences. They are useful indicators that a string of words that looks like a sentence may not, in fact, be one:

If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs and blaming it on you...

When you use one, check carefully to make sure that it forms part of something that is complete in itself before you insert a full stop.

The main clause

In grammatical terms, subordinating conjunctions begin subordinate clauses, and, grammatically, a standard sentence cannot consist of one subordinate clause or a number of subordinate clauses alone: it must have a main clause.

What, then, is a clause and how do you distinguish a main clause from a subordinate one?



A clause is a set of words that contains a subject and a predicate; a main clause is a clause that is not introduced by a subordinating conjunction and contains a finite verb.

I said nothing.

is a main clause

Although I said nothing...

is a subordinate clause.



If the definition of a clause looks similar to the definition of the sentence given at the beginning of this section that is only right and proper, for a sentence can consist of a single clause, so long as that clause is a main one.

Let us go back to the only one of our original five sentences that is a proper sentence of the ordinary kind:

The fat cat sat.

This has a subject cat and a finite verb sat. It has one clause: a main clause. We can add any amount of material to this clause, before it, after it or inside it, and so long as it remains intact, we can call what we have created a proper sentence:

The fat cat sat where the thin dog had been sitting a few moments before.

Having finished his milk and licked his whiskers, the fat cat sat.

The fat cat, never the most energetic of animals, sat.

A new concept has suddenly appeared in the discussion: a ‘finite verb’. It is easier to say what a finite verb is not than what it is.

It is not, first of all, a verb preceded by to, as in to be, to do, to think, etc. That form is known grammatically as an ‘infinitive’, it is ‘infinite’ insofar as it refers to the action as such, divorced from any particular person or thing carrying it out. Being ‘infinite’, it cannot logically be finite, so

To be frank

and

To hope for the best

cannot be main clauses.



Neither does a present participle or -ing form of verb count as a finite verb when it stands alone. Consequently,

Weather permitting

cannot be a main clause, and

All other things being equal

and

Judging by what she told me last week

cannot be main clauses either.



Nor does a past participle (a form of the verb that usually ends in -ed) count as a finite verb when it stands alone, which rules out

All things considered

as well as

Point taken

and

Gone fishing

as main clauses too.



Finally, a main clause is not a combination of both these types of participle.

Having settled my affairs and put everything in order

is not a clause containing a finite verb and cannot function as a main clause.



On the positive side, most of the verb forms that we use every day are finite ones, including two-part verbs containing present or past participles or infinitives.

In the following examples, the finite verbs are shown in bold type:

Picking up his hat and coat, Henry followed me out.

To dare is to do.

Once assembled, the machine is subjected to a variety of tests.

To be perfectly honest, I don’t know.

You will take me with you, won’t you?

I think I am going to be sick.

He had indicated some time before that this is what he might do.

The basic rule that a sentence should be ‘a set of words that is complete in itself’ would rule out many of the examples containing non-finite verbs, shown above. However, that same rule would qualify several of them to be minor sentences and end with a full stop:

‘Can we go out tomorrow?’ — ‘Weather permitting.’

Equipped with all this information, we should now be able to identify a main clause. It should, you may remember, contain a subject and a predicate, and the predicate should contain a finite verb. The main clauses in the following examples are also in bold type.

When he got home after the party, he went straight to bed.

Not knowing what to do next, she asked her best friend for advice.

Undeterred by the bad publicity, they went ahead with the product launch.

We’ll sort all that out when they actually get here.

That, when all is said and done, is what really matters.

Go now, before it starts to rain again.

The main clause in the final example sentence appears not to have a subject, but when the verb is in the imperative (the form used to give a command), a subject is implied even though it is not stated. It consists of the person or people who are being commanded to do something:

(You must) Stop it, before someone gets hurt.

There is a great deal more that could be said about sentences. It is possible, for example, for a sentence to have two or more main clauses, which are connected by linking words such as and, or or but, or by a semicolon:

I like curry, and the hotter the curry the better I like it.

She went one way; I went the other.

But we are not principally concerned here with sentence construction, rather with finding out what makes a proper sentence so that we know where to put a full stop. It is time to pay more attention to punctuation specifically. Before we do, however, there is time for one final aside.

The first two lines of Kipling’s most famous poem If – have been given more than once as an example in the previous paragraphs. One of the poem’s many remarkable features is that all its thirty-two lines constitute one single sentence; the main clause is not reached until the last line but one (and then Kipling provides two main clauses). I will quote the closing lines here, in proper form, and leave you to pick out the main clauses:



If you can fill the unforgiving minute

 With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,

 Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

 And – which is more – you’ll be a Man, my son!

Recap

•A sentence is a set of words that is complete in itself, that is, that can be understood as saying all that is necessary to convey an idea or a response to a question.

•A sentence can be a statement, question or command and ends with a full stop, question mark or exclamation mark.

•A clause is a set of words that contains a subject and a predicate.

•A main clause must have a finite verb in its predicate.

•A main clause that is a statement does not open with a subordinating conjunction.

•A standard sentence must contain a main clause and may consist simply of that main clause.

Exercise

Find the finite verbs in the following sentences:



1) You are wanted urgently back at the office.

2) Encouraged by their early success, they decided to expand their operations.

3) Buying lottery tickets is like throwing money down the drain.

4) We shall be going whatever the weather.



Find the main clauses in the following sentences:



5) Whether we like it or not, we have to follow their instructions.

6) Fortifying himself with a sherry, he sat down to read the report.

7) Skip the first paragraph because I’m going to cut it.

8) When you’ve finished using the sewing machine, would you mind putting it away?





 The Full Stop (.)

The basics

The full stop is used to close any sentence that is not a question or an exclamation. Because the full stop marks the end of the sentence, as a general rule no sentence should contain more than one full stop. This applies particularly in cases where you are quoting what someone else has said or written and what that person said or wrote constituted a complete sentence. The only exception to the one-full-stop-per-sentence rule is when a full stop has been used in an abbreviation.

Closing a sentence

The previous section has provided plenty of examples of the main use of the full stop and has already dealt with the issue of when a set of words constitutes a full sentence and so requires a full stop (or question or exclamation mark) at its end.

It is usually easy enough to distinguish between sentences that are statements, and so require full stops, and sentences that are questions or exclamations:

Your time is up.

Is the time up yet?

Time’s up!

The important thing to remember is not to put a full stop after something that is not a complete sentence.

NOT

I’m going. Whether they give me permission or not.

but

I’m going, whether they give me permission or not.

NOT

Covered from head to foot in mud. She was virtually unrecognisable.

but

Covered from head to foot in mud, she was virtually unrecognisable.

NOT

He asked me a very silly question. To which I did not bother to reply.

but

He asked me a very silly question, to which I did not bother to reply.



It is also standard practice to place the full stop immediately after the last letter of the last word of the sentence, leaving no gap. The only thing that should ever come between the final letter of the final word and the full stop is a closing quotation mark (but only in certain instances. See the chapter on QUOTATION MARKS).

The full stop in quotations

Let us assume that someone utters a complete sentence, for instance:

I’m going back to the hotel to get changed.

When you want to write down the exact words that were said, followed by a reporting verb (that is, a phrase such as she said, I replied, he retorted, they chorused, etc.), you put the words spoken into quotations marks and replace the full stop by a comma:

‘I’m going back to the hotel to get changed,’ Sheila said.

‘She’s gone back to the hotel to get changed,’ I told them.

The comma that replaces the original full stop is placed inside the quotation marks.

If the reporting verb comes before the quotation, the sentence ends with a single full stop, which is placed before the final quotation mark:

Sheila said, ‘I’m going back to the hotel to get changed.’

Raising my voice to make myself heard above the traffic, I called out, ‘Sheila’s gone back to the hotel to get changed.’

Remember the general rule that there should only be one full stop in a sentence.

NOT

Brian whispered, ‘I know a little place where it’s much quieter.’.

but

Brian whispered, ‘I know a little place where it’s much quieter.’



For more information about punctuation in quotations, go to the chapter on QUOTATION MARKS.

The full stop in abbreviations

Full stops are becoming much less commonly used in abbreviations. Forms such as

U.S.A.

B.B.C.

and

Y.M.C.A.

may once have been the norm, but they now look distinctly old-fashioned in British English. (Full stops are more often retained in abbreviations of all types in American English.)

It is therefore perfectly proper to write:

UN

EU

WWF

DVLA

Let me hasten to add that it is not wrong to write B.B.C. instead of BBC, it is simply unnecessary, and now so out of fashion that inserting the full stops may actually disconcert your reader slightly. Imagine, for instance, inserting full stops into CD, DVD or LOL (lots of love)!

The tendency to omit full stops applies to abbreviations of all sorts. It covers not only abbreviations made up of the initial letters of the words in the full form and pronounced as a string of letters (as shown in the examples above), but also to acronyms (which are also made up of initial letters but are pronounced as words, as in FIFA, AIDS and BUPA), to shortenings of longer words (Jan, Feb, Ave, Cert Ed and nem con) and to abbreviations formed by removing one or more letters from inside a word (Dr, Rd, Mrs, ft). Likewise, it makes no difference whether the abbreviation in question consists entirely of upper-case or capital letters (PVC), lower-case or small letters (mph) or a mixture of the two (Mr, DfEE).

I have said that it is not wrong to put in full stops (though in many cases it may look quaint); I have also said that it is not wrong to omit full stops. You may conclude from this that there are no rules for putting full stops into abbreviations, or that the only rules are ones that you make up for yourself. You would be essentially correct in coming to this conclusion. My personal feeling, for what it is worth, is that full stops in abbreviations are nowadays a waste of space. Rather than make life complicated for yourself, leave them out. It shows no disrespect to J K Rowling, for example, to write her name that way, rather than as J.K. Rowling, and between 30p and 30p. there is not a penny either way.

By no means everyone, however, shares this opinion. Many people will happily write NATO, DNA, MP and mph (there are entries for all these terms in these exact forms in my copy of The New Oxford Dictionary of English), but jib at writing, for example:

eg for e.g. (exempli gratia or ‘for example’)

or

am for  a.m. (ante meridiem or ‘before noon’)

or

Inc for Inc. (incorporated)



My copy of the first edition of The New Oxford Dictionary (published in 1998) gives all these terms with full stops. My slightly later copy of Collins English Dictionary, 21st Century Edition (published in 2001) has entries for:

e.g., eg, or eg.

a.m., A.M., am, or AM

and for

Inc. or inc.

We usually go to dictionaries for authoritative advice on these matters. The entries from Collins show just how fluid the situation is with regard to abbreviations. Whereas, a few years ago, you might have had to find good reasons for leaving the full stops out, we have now probably reached a situation where the position is reversed, and you may have to find good reasons for keeping them in.

The reasons you might offer include the following:



Tradition – it has been traditional to put full stops in abbreviations, especially those that actually abbreviate Latin phrases such as e.g., i.e. (id est or ‘that is’) or nem. con. (nemine contradicente or ‘with no-one dissenting’, hence ‘unanimously’). People who started reading in the last century (still, at the time of writing, the majority of the population) are used to seeing these abbreviations with full stops in them. To many people, they look wrong with the full stops left out.



Clarity – when written without full stops, some abbreviations have the same form as actual words, a.m. being a classic example. If you write 1 am, people may read it as I am; if you write 1am people may read it as lam (you are, admittedly, rather safer after one o’clock in the morning). If you write f.o.b., everyone will know at once that you are using an abbreviation (meaning ‘free on board’). If you write fob, they may think you mean ‘a watch chain’, ‘an ornament attached to a watch chain’ or ‘a pocket for a watch’. Finally, no. 13 offers no possibility of confusion, while the same cannot be said of no 13, and you might conceivably find yourself writing There is no no 13 in this street.



The rule(s) – I personally know of only one rule that many publishers and individuals apply fairly systematically. That rule is that where a contraction (a shortened form of a word) does not end with the final letter of the full form of the word, you should close it with a full stop. When, for instance, you shorten the word etcetera to etc., you need the full stop because the abbreviated form does not end with the letter a. On the basis of this rule, Inc. (short for Incorporated) requires a full stop because it does not end with a d, but Ltd (short for Limited) does not. Similarly, the abbreviation Jan. (for January) gets a full stop, but the abbreviation yr (year) does not; Mr, Mrs and Dr are correctly written without a full stop, but Prof., Col. and Rev. are not.



Before we proceed further and attempt to reach a conclusion about the correct way of showing abbreviations, let me make three important points.



Any full stops that you use at the end of abbreviations form an exception to the general rule that sentences should not contain more than one full stop:

She worked for Apex Ltd of Leeds, Acme Inc. of Trenton, New Jersey, and Jones & Co. of Cardiff before coming to us.

When the last word in the sentence is an abbreviation with a full stop, however, you should not put in another full stop:

Her last job was with Jones & Co.

NOT

Her last job was with Jones & Co..



But you can put any other punctuation mark after the full stop that closes an abbreviation:

You’ll be doing all the usual kinds of office work: typing, filing, organising, etc., etc., etc.

Was your last job with Jones & Co.?

I resigned from Acme Inc.; it was probably the best decision I ever made.

Abbreviations and style

In the previous section, I put forward the opinion that it is probably better nowadays to dispense with full stops after abbreviations. I certainly cannot present that as a rule. It is simply a suggestion based on current trends and a fluid situation. While I have a good deal of sympathy with people who cannot bring themselves to write eg, 7 am etc, I do not think that tradition is really good enough grounds for preserving something that is not strictly necessary; I do not think clarity is an issue in most cases, because it should be perfectly obvious from the contexts when you are, for instance, talking about old-fashioned watches and watch chains, and when you are talking about conditions for the delivery of goods; and finally, the rule about contractions is as often honoured in the breach as in the observance. According to the Collins English Dictionary, the abbreviation St means ‘saint’, but the abbreviation St. means ‘street’. Since the word street also ends with a t, how is one supposed to know that, in this instance, the contraction consists of the first and second letters, not the first and final letters? Similarly, Collins gives Cambs and Herts without full stops for Cambridgeshire and Hertfordshire, respectively. This, surely, goes against the rule. Ironically perhaps, your best chance of maintaining consistency is, in fact, to drop all full stops after abbreviations.

It is easier to find more solid and less contentious ground, if we move the discussion briefly to questions of style. Here there are two main points to be made.



Whatever you choose to do with abbreviations, do it consistently. If you choose to write e.g. and p.m. on the first page, try to ensure that you are still using those same forms on the last page.



Beware of using too many abbreviations, especially in writing that is fairly formal or addressed to a wide readership, for two reasons. First, a great many modern documents, especially official, business and technical documents, bristle with sets of initials. These often look like a secret code; indeed, they often function like one for people who are not in the know. If you use abbreviations, make sure that you explain any that ordinary lay people may not be familiar with:

IDP (integrated data processing) is not a feature of this system.



And second, e-mails, text messages and scrawled notes and memoranda are facts of modern life and very useful. Abbreviations of all sorts come in handy as methods of saving time and money in communications that are ephemeral, written in a hurry and often intended as parts of an ongoing conversation. However, if you are writing something that will appear on paper as opposed to on a screen, and that you would like to continue to read well and look good after a period of time, then it is better to avoid any short-cuts, including abbreviations. Writing things out in full also, incidentally, gets you round the problem of whether to use full stops with the abbreviations.

‘There is no number thirteen in this street!’ he exclaimed.

I don’t particularly like being woken up at five o’clock in the morning.

With your legal training, there are many fields in which you could find a job besides the law itself: for example, in banking, insurance or commerce.

The full stop in e-mail addresses

Full stops frequently appear in e-mail addresses; so do many other punctuation marks. It is probably not worth trying to think of any of them as punctuation marks in the ordinary sense. Nobody refers you to ‘funnybunnies – full stop – co – full stop – uk’. Likewise, nobody giving dictation says ‘Thank you for your letter – dot, capital letter – Is that your last word on the matter – question mark’. In e-mail addresses, a full stop is a dot, and the only thing you can really say about it is, that if you leave one out or put it in the wrong place, your e-mail will go astray.

A row of full stops

Three full stops one after the other form a special punctuation mark called an ‘ellipsis’ or an ‘omission mark’. For a discussion of this form, please go to the chapter on THE ELLIPSIS.

Recap

•A full stop is used at the end of a sentence that is not a question or an exclamation.

•A full stop should not, as a rule, be used to close a set of words that do not form a proper sentence.

•There should not be more than one full stop at the end of a sentence.

•A full stop should only appear inside a sentence if it is attached to an abbreviation.

•Full stops have traditionally been used in many abbreviations, especially contractions of words that do not end with the final letter of the full form.

Exercise



Divide this passage up into proper sentences by inserting full stops (and putting capital letters in the appropriate places):



I can’t remember exactly when it was that I last saw her it was a long time ago I know that because I remember talking to her about what she was going to do when she left school we were quite close in those days that changed when she left home and went to university there she found other friends and forgot about the people back home it seems to happen like that very often it’s probably my fault for getting old





The Question Mark (?)

The basics

When do you use a question mark? The obvious answer is the correct one: at the end of a question.

You will not need me to tell you how to recognise an ordinary question. The word order in a statement, with the subject before the verb, is reversed. The statement

Dinner is ready.

becomes the question

Is dinner ready?

However, a set of words does not have to follow this standard pattern in order to be a question. When we are speaking to someone, we do not always bother to reverse the word order. Instead, we show that what we are saying is meant as a question by moving our voice to a slightly higher pitch (going up) at the end of the sentence. There is no way of showing this in writing except by adding a question mark:

You made it all by yourself?

That was your first attempt?

In fact, in writing, you can make almost anything that is addressed to someone (including yourself or the reader) into a question simply by adding a question mark:

Surely you don’t believe that one single person was responsible for literally hundreds of crimes committed all over the country?

although in both speech and writing we often reinforce the sense that something is a question by adding a little tag at the end:

Surely you don’t believe that one single person was responsible for literally hundreds of crimes committed all over the country, do you?

There are not a great many complications or difficulties in using the question mark, but let us begin our coverage of its few peculiarities by looking at these tags.

Question tags and tag questions

Question tags are little phrases such as do you?, can he?, have we? or isn’t it? In all of them the verb comes before the subject, so that, on their own, they constitute short two-word questions of the ordinary kind. We can make a statement addressed to another person into a question by raising the pitch of our voice when speaking, or by adding a question mark when writing. Adding a question tag, however, makes it much more obvious that we are putting a question and, usually, expect a reply. A question formed by adding a tag is called a tag question:

He can’t seriously be intending to resign, can he?

So you’ll organise the hiring of the coach, will you?

This is your first attempt at making a cake, isn’t it?

It is important to remember that the verb in the tag must match the verb in the main part of the sentence:

NOT

He can’t seriously be intending to resign, will he?



When the verb in the main part of the sentence is in the negative (that is, accompanied by not), the verb in the tag must be positive:

He can’t seriously be intending to resign, can he?

This isn’t your first attempt at making a cake, is it?

But when the verb in the main part of the sentence is positive, the verb in the tag can be either positive or negative:

This is your first attempt at making a cake, isn’t it?

This is your first attempt at making a cake, is it?

Adding a negative or positive makes a slight difference to the way the sentence should be spoken and to its overall tone.

These particular issues relate to grammar rather than punctuation. They do have a bearing on punctuation, however, if only because tag questions, by convention, always end with a question mark, even though the question mark sometimes ‘feels wrong’.

We do not need much experience of ordinary conversation to know that sentences of this kind are often not really questions at all. Frequently, they are statements or commands masquerading as questions.

You can, for instance, say the words:

This is the way to the station, isn’t it?

in a way that suggests that you are very unsure about how to get to the station. But you can also say them in a way that suggests you jolly well know it’s the way to the station and will be very upset if someone tells you the station is in the completely opposite direction:

This is the way to the station, isn’t it(, my good man)?

When you say those words in that tone, your voice does not go up on the very last word of the sentence as it does in an ordinary question. Instead you emphasise the one-from-last word, isn’t, just as you do when you say:

It’s lovely weather for the time of the year, isn’t it?

You can’t take it with you when you die, can you?

If that’s his attitude, he mustn’t be surprised if people don’t like him, must he?

There simply is no special punctuation mark that covers utterances of this kind. Whatever their tone, and whatever the intentions behind them, these remarks count as questions and must be closed with question marks.

Question marks in quotations

When you write down the exact words used by somebody else when asking a question, those words should end with a question mark, and the question mark should be placed inside the quotation marks:

‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

He looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘Is that really the whole truth?’

There is no need for a comma after the question mark or the closing quotation mark in the first example. Nor is a full stop necessary after the question mark or the closing quotation mark in the second. A question mark, remember, is a standard way of closing a sentence and does not need to be reinforced by a full stop.

If you quote someone else’s words in a question of your own, however, the question mark comes outside the quotation marks:

Do you happen to know who said, ‘I think therefore I am’?

Is there really any future for what he calls ‘public-private relationships’?

It probably will not happen very often, but if you wish to quote a question inside and at the end of another question, you will need question marks both before and after the closing quotation mark:

Aren’t you fed up with hearing them repeat the same old question, ‘When will we get there?’?

Did I hear you calling out, ‘Who’s got my tennis racket?’?

It is usually possible to rephrase the sentence in some way so as to avoid the string of punctuation marks at the end:

Aren’t you fed with hearing them ask when they will get there?

Did I hear you calling out to ask who’s got your tennis racket?

Indirect questions

What we did at the end of the last section in order to get round the slight awkwardness of having two question marks was to change a direct question into an indirect one.

A direct question is one that is, in the broadest sense, addressed to somebody. (That somebody may be yourself, your reader, everyone within earshot or nobody in particular.)

‘Has anyone seen my tennis racket?’

is a direct question;

‘Has anyone seen my tennis racket?’ she called out.

is a sentence that quotes this direct question and uses a reporting verb to attribute it to someone;

She asked if anyone had seen her tennis racket.

turns the direct question into an indirect one by replacing the words that were actually spoken by other words that convey the same meaning.

Indirect questions are one example of a broader phenomenon called ‘indirect speech’ or ‘reported speech’. This is a process in which you put the words that someone actually says into a slightly different form (sometimes changing the personal pronoun and the tense of the verb).

‘I’m very happy here.’

is direct speech;

She says (that) she is very happy here.

is indirect speech.

You do not need to put indirect speech into quotation marks, because you are not reproducing the exact words that the person spoke. More important for our immediate purposes, however, is the fact that you normally do not need to close an indirect question with a question mark.

Are you going out tonight?

but

He asked if I was going out tonight.

or

He asked her whether she was going out tonight.

Likewise:

When are you coming?

but

He asked (me) when I was coming.

The majority of indirect questions are prefaced by one or other form of the verb to ask and either if or whether or the question word used in the original enquiry. But it is not obligatory to use ask:

They were trying to find out if the goods they ordered had arrived.

We’ve had hundreds of people enquiring when the new model will be available.

She wanted to know how my sister was doing.

The general rule to remember is that indirect questions do not take a question mark. However, there are two exceptions to this rule. The first is when the indirect question forms part of a direct question:

Why are you asking me whether you should go or not?

Can anyone tell me whose suitcase this is?

The second is when a statement containing an indirect question is phrased in a very tentative way, suggesting that the speaker is too polite or too unsure of himself or herself to ask for something outright, and, so to speak, disguises a direct question as an indirect one. These statements frequently open with the verb wonder. It is customary to close them with a question mark:

I was wondering if you could possibly help me?

We were wondering if those seats were taken?

Perhaps you would be so kind as to ask your sister if she still has my book?

Statement or question?

It is sometimes difficult to decide whether sentences that contain the word question itself should end with a question mark or not. The following examples illustrate the difficulty:

The question that everyone is asking is who is going to be the next prime minister.

The question is not whether we can do it, but how we do it and when.

We must look again at the question of where our real strengths lie.

You may feel tempted to put a question mark at the end of these sentences, particularly the first one, but the temptation should be resisted. In all these instances, you are not actually asking the questions involved, but saying what the questions are. These are statements therefore and must end with full stops.

It does, admittedly, seem rather tame to end the first example without a question mark, since anyone of a dramatic disposition would be inclined to pause in the middle of the sentence:

The question that everyone is asking is...

You could inject a bit more drama into the sentence, however, by turning the last part into a quotation, which would entitle you to use a question mark:

The question that everyone is asking is, ‘Who is going to be the next prime minister?’

Indicating uncertainty

A question mark, sometimes enclosed in round brackets (?), is also used before or after something in a passage of text that is not known for certain to be true, for instance a figure or a date:

William Langland (?1330–?1400) is perhaps the most important poet of fourteenth-century England apart from Geoffrey Chaucer.

Her name is Kathryn (?) – I’m not sure that that’s the right spelling.

Recap

•A question mark indicates that a sentence is to be understood as a question, whether or not the usual order of subject and verb is reversed.

•A direct question always ends with a question mark.

•An indirect question does not end with a question mark unless it is part of a sentence that is constructed as a question or phrased in a very tentative way.

•A question mark can indicate that the accuracy of a piece of information is uncertain.

Exercise

Decide which of these sentences should end with a question mark and which with a full stop:



1) Did you or did you not remove the papers from the folder



2) The question now is where do we go from here



3) There were always likely to be difficulties, weren’t there



4) I’m not leaving until you tell me whether it’s true or not



5) I wonder if I might ask you a question



Insert the full stops, question marks and capital letters necessary to make this passage read satisfactorily:



I really didn’t have a clue what he was talking about and wondered whether he had completely lost his mind is there such a thing as juvenile dementia could it be that he was on drugs was it simply that I had completely lost touch with the way that young people think and express themselves I had never asked myself whether my own ability to communicate might be at fault the question of whether it might not be began to loom large in my mind





The Exclamation Mark

The basics

Thank heaven for the exclamation mark! Lively, mischievous and tongue-in-cheek writers would be lost without it.

In sober prose, however, the exclamation mark is probably the least common of the three possible ways to close a sentence – perhaps because it is not an entirely sober symbol! It generally indicates that someone is in the grip of a powerful feeling such as anger or surprise and is therefore expressing himself or herself with unusual forcefulness. Moreover, the use of the exclamation mark is often at the writer’s discretion. By and large, the rules of grammar and sentence construction determine whether your sentences close with full stops or question marks. But, although there are rules that apply to the exclamation mark, it is your feeling for language and for the situation in which particular words are being used that mainly dictates where and when you put one in. The question mark, as we have already seen, can be used to indicate tone, that is, to convey a particular kind of emotion or attitude in the speaker above and beyond the meaning of the words he or she actually uses. The exclamation mark is much more decidedly an indicator of tone, and tone is or should be very much under the writer’s control.

Let me try to illustrate this point. By closing the same set of words with a different punctuation mark, we immediately change their tone, that is, we change the way that the reader imagines them to have been spoken.

You walked home alone.

Closed with a full stop, these words seem almost completely unemotional. As they stand, on their own, there is nothing really for the reader’s imagination to latch on to. We have no idea when or why they were said.

You walked home alone?

Once we replace the full stop with a question mark, things start to happen. The reader knows that more than one person is involved, because this is not the kind of question you put to yourself or to nobody in particular. The reader will also instinctively, I feel, try to imagine the tone in which this question could be asked. It might be asked noncommittally; it might be asked very suspiciously; it might even be asked in a tone of amazed admiration. Four words and a question mark do not take the reader very far, in the absence of any other context, but there is something for the imagination to work on, and what has made the difference is the change in punctuation because the words themselves remain the same.

You walked home alone!

Replacing the original full stop with an exclamation mark has an even more powerful effect. Understood as an exclamation and therefore as having considerable force behind them, these four simple words acquire a much stronger and, I think, more specific emotional charge. It is difficult not to imagine them being uttered by someone who is anxious about or angry with another person, and the reader’s natural assumption is that this other person ran some sort of risk by walking home alone – or at least that the speaker believed that was the case. A little scenario has been created: again, largely by the punctuation.

While I hope that this little exercise has reinforced the idea that punctuation can be used creatively, its main purpose has been to provide a brief introduction to the potential of the exclamation mark. It is a pretty powerful tool. You can do a lot with it. But, like all powerful things, it sometimes needs to be handled with restraint.

Now let us deal with the circumstances in which the exclamation mark is the correct way to close a sentence.

Exclamations

An exclamation mark, naturally enough, closes an exclamation. An exclamation is a sound or a word that a person utters forcefully, usually under some kind of emotional or physical stress. Exclamations are often very short, do not always consist of actual words and may not constitute a standard sentence:

Ugh!

Ow!

Hey!

Help!

Damn!

Fire!

Police!

By no means all one-word sentences require an exclamation mark, but many of them do. Likewise not all exclamations consist of a single word:

What a lovely surprise!

How beautiful she looks in that dress!

Now that’s what I call a cigar!

You bastard! You rotten, stinking bastard!

I don’t believe it!

Some of these examples are conventional sentences and some are not, but they all express a strong emotion forcing its way out and that is what makes them exclamations.



Since it is the emotional charge that basically makes the exclamation, an exclamation mark can sometimes be used in place of a question mark, when a question is put in an exclamatory way:

Won’t somebody help me!

Isn’t it just the most beautiful thing you ever saw!

Why can’t I be like Janet!

It is sometimes a matter of fine judgement to decide whether a question mark or an exclamation mark is more appropriate. Again, your sense of the emotional pressure behind the question is the deciding factor. Sometimes people put a question mark and an exclamation mark together at the end of such an outburst:

Did you ever see such a mess?!

but this is unnecessary. The exclamation mark is correct on its own.



Like questions, commands can be delivered with varying degrees of force. A command uttered in a mild tone of voice should end with a full stop:

Don’t touch, there’s a good boy.

Keep off the grass, please.

Look before you cross the road.

Pass me the salt.

But when a command is screamed, shouted, or spoken with great urgency, it should end with an exclamation mark.

Don’t touch me!

Keep you hands off!

Watch out!

Nobody move!

When you quote an exclamation, the exclamation mark comes inside the quotation marks:

‘Long life to the happy couple!’ they chorused.

 ‘Well, blow me down!’ he exclaimed.

Noises off

Exclamation marks are also usually placed after words that indicate loud sounds, when those words are used in isolation:

Bang! There was a loud explosion and people started running in all directions.

The pile of plates swayed and tottered, then – crash! – it fell to the floor.

You do not, of course, need an exclamation mark when a word like bang or crash is used inside an ordinary sentence:

The plates fell with a crash to the floor.

Exclamation marks and humour

In informal pieces of writing, such as letters or e-mails to friends, or when writers are trying to reproduce conversation on paper, the exclamation mark is often used to show that something is meant humorously or ironically:

We’ve all heard about Donald’s famous complaint, of course!

As usual, I was delighted to receive their ten-page Christmas round-robin and hear all about the hamster’s medical history!

Bella’s dress was not so much revealing as exhibitionistic, if you know what I mean!

‘I know she’s not referring to me’, said Frank, ‘because I’m the very model of good behaviour!’

Needless to say, you should use exclamation marks sparingly, if at all, in more formal and sober pieces of writing such as business letters and reports. Similarly, the use of multiple exclamation marks:

It was big! It was huge!! It was e-nor-mous!!!

should be kept for very informal or comic writing.

Some perhaps excessively strait-laced or high-minded people frown on the use of the exclamation mark in written communications of any kind. If you pepper a letter, say, with exclamation marks, it does tend to suggest that you were jumping up and down in your seat as you wrote it. Your reader may be in a different mood and not altogether receptive to a tone of high excitement when he or she tries to take in what you have to say. Nevertheless, used correctly and not too frequently, the exclamation mark adds excitement, creates drama and can bring to black and white letters on a page some of the colourfulness of emotional speech.

Recap

•An exclamation mark offers an alternative to the full stop and the question mark as a way of closing a sentence.

•To qualify for an exclamation mark, an utterance or sentence should be produced under pressure or contain a strong emotional charge.

•When you place an exclamation mark at the end of a sentence, you indicate that it is not to be read or understood as being in a flat unemotional tone.

•You can use an exclamation mark at the end of a question, if the question is an exclamatory one.

•Exclamation marks can also be used to indicate that a remark is intended humorously or ironically.

•Exclamation marks should not be overused, especially in serious writing.

Exercise

Put exclamation marks at the end of the sentences that seem to need them (and use question marks or full stops for the others):



1) What a beautiful day for a picnic

2) Can I help you with anything

3) She never stops talking for a minute

4) Splash the little dog leapt into the water to fetch the stick

5) Why didn’t you tell me the gun was loaded

6) Get out of here this minute

Insert full stops, question marks, exclamation marks and capital letters in the appropriate places in this passage:



‘The war’s over’ people were running out into the streets shouting the good news to their neighbours what a relief there would be no more dreading the postman’s arrival in case he brought bad news there would be no more shortages and belt-tightening either who could doubt that things were about to get better there was plenty to recover from, but recovery would be swift, wouldn’t it of course it would the war was over hurrah




End of sample
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