
HOW TO USE SEMICOLONS AND COLONS 

 
Use a semicolon to connect two related independent clauses that could otherwise stand alone or be connected 
with a comma and coordinating conjunction. The basic rule of thumb for semicolons is to never use them to 
link incomplete sentences (dependent clauses). If you can replace a semicolon with a period and still have 
two complete sentences, you are ok.  
 
| Semicolons can help you streamline writing by condensing sentence construction. Using a semicolon 
instead of a comma + coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor ,for, so, yet) can energize a thought by 
making it more direct and/or emphasize the connection between two related thoughts. 

Injustice is relatively easy to bear, but what stings is justice  
   vs 
Injustice is relatively easy to bear; what stings is justice. 
 

|Use with a conjunctive adverb (hence, however, instead, likewise, therefore, etc) to connect two 
independent clauses 

He swallowed a lot of wisdom; however, it seemed as if all of it had gone down the wrong way. 
 
| Semicolons, in tandem with parallel structure, can help organize related information or ideas.  

When you think about how an orchestra is organized, notice the strings, the violin, the viola, and the 
cello; the woodwinds, the clarinet and the oboe; and the horns, the trombone, the French horn, and 
the trumpet. 

 
The Colon 
 
Like a semicolon, a colon is used to connect related thoughts. Yet, while the semicolon links ideas that are 
relatively equal in standing, the colon links unequal ideas. It is used when the first idea acts as a prelude to 
the second and usually implies some causal relation. The clause following a colon (which may or may not be 
a complete sentence) should in some way explain, illustrate, amplify or complete the clause preceding it.   
 
| To introduce appositives (nouns or noun phrases that renames a previous noun or pronoun) 

My roommate is guilty of two of the seven deadly sins: gluttony and sloth. 
 
| To introduce a list or series of terms. Note that the first sentence must be an independent clause. 
 A dedicated whittler requires the following: a knife, a piece of wood, and a back porch. 
 
| To emphasize or explain a simile, metaphor or other figure of speech 

Minds are like parachutes: they function only when open.  
 
| To introduce quotations 
 Consider the words of Benjamin Franklin: “There never was a good war or a bad peace.” 
  
 
 
 


