Use of Commas in English



1. a) Main clauses

Alison hasn’t got a car, and she hasn’t got a motorbike either.

Mel didn’t really want the beer but she drank it anyway.

Main clauses which are connected by the conjunctions and, but or or may or may not have a comma between them.  The longer the sentence, the more likely it is to have a comma.

1. b) Main Clauses and Subordinate Clauses

If it’s hot, we’ll go for a swim.

Wenn es heiß ist, gehen wir schwimmen.

As in German, a subordinate clause with when, if, as, etc. can also come before the main clause.  When this happens, there is often a comma between the clauses in English.

2. The infinitive

I mustn’t forget to give Mike his CDs back.

Ich darf nicht vergessen, Mike seine CDs wiederzugeben.

In English we do not use a comma before the infinitive.

3. Conditional Sentences:

We’ll stay at home if it rains tomorrow.

The if-clause can also come after the main clause.  In this case we do not usually use a comma in English.

4. Defining relative clauses


The boy who scored six goals is the youngest in the team.

Der Junge, der sechs Tore geschossen hat, ist der jüngste in der Mannschaft.

A defining relative clause defines a word (usually a noun) more closely.  Without the defining relative clause it would be unclear who or what is meant (which boy or which DVD etc).

In English, defining relative clauses are not separated from the main clause by commas.
5. Non-defining relative clauses

The President, whom I had never seen before, looked older than I expected.

Mrs. Baxter gave her daughter a black dress, which she had bought in Paris.

A non-defining relative clause contains additional information about the word it relates to.  If we left it out, the main clause on its own would still make sense.  They are separated from the main clause by commas.

The relative pronoun (who, which) cannot be left out.  We do not use that.
6. Adverbial clauses


While we were in Sydney, we met some nice people.

We met some nice people while we were in Sydney.

Carol, of course, arrived much later than all the others.

Adverbs or adverbial phrases which come at the beginning or in the middle of a sentence are often separated off by commas.

7. Indirect Speech

In English we do not use a comma before indirect speech.  That is often omitted (especially after say, tell sb and think).  As in German, there are no quotation marks.

Peter said (that) he was a member of Greenpeace.

Hi thinks (that) the reaction was unreasonable.

8. Direct Speech

Before direct speech we put a comma in English. In German we use a colon.

Sue look at him and said, “ I can’t believe that.“  

“I can’t believe that,“ Sue said.

