Some Information about Interrupter Commas

College writers often have difficulty with commas as interrupters.  The problems include (1) using one comma when two are needed, (2) inserting interrupter commas when no commas are needed, and (3) not understanding when to use interrupter commas with who or which clauses.

1. When an interrupter occurs in the middle of a sentence, two commas are required to enclose the interrupting information.  The words between the commas, the interrupting information itself, can be left out without interfering with the main idea of the sentence.  Students who are uncertain about whether an interrupter is present sometimes go halfway and use only one comma.  The result is often a sentence with one comma coming between the subject and verb:

X  Steamboat Springs a resort town located in northern Colorado, offers a variety of winter and summer recreation.

This error may result from an inability to distinguish between situations requiring a single introductory comma and those requiring two interrupter commas.  The sentence above cannot have an introductory comma because the main subject and verb do not follow the comma.  Instead, a comma should follow the subject 

Steamboat Springs and precede the verb offers.  

Steamboat Springs, a resort town located in northern Colorado, offers a variety of winter and summer recreation.

2. Sometimes writers overpunctuate with interrupter commas.  Most frequently, these unnecessary interrupters occur with prepositional phrases.  

X  Leo went on a weekend camping trip, with his Boy Scout troop, to Lake Woebegone.

With few exceptions, prepositional phrases are considered essential information that should not be separated from the rest of the sentence with commas. 

Leo went on a weekend camping trip with his Boy Scout troop to Lake Woebegone.

      However, prepositional phrases that are transitional expressions—as a result, for

      example, in fact, on the other hand—are usually considered interrupters when they are 

      positioned within a sentence.

Your proposal, as a matter of fact, made quite an impression on the president and his staff.

3. Students often have some difficulty determining when clauses beginning with which or who signal essential information (requiring no commas) or when they signal nonessential information (requiring commas).  Substituting the word that for who or which can often help determine if the clause is essential or nonessential.  Since the word that introduces clauses with essential information, a sentence that sounds logical with that substituted for who or which contains essential information and thus requires no commas.  However, if the sentence sounds awkward with the word that, then the clause is probably nonessential.  Consider the following sentence: 

The statewide response to the candidacy of Felix Lackluster who had already run for governor three times amounted to little more than a few yawns and chuckles.   

      Substitute the word that for who:

X  The statewide response to the candidacy of Felix Lackluster that had already run for governor three times amounted to little more than a few yawns and chuckles.

      Because that sounds awkward in this sentence, the information is nonessential, and 

      the clause beginning with who must be separated from the rest of the sentence with 

      commas. 


The statewide response to the candidacy of Felix Lackluster, who had already run 

for governor three times, amounted to little more than a few yawns and chuckles.  

      Of course, some which or who clauses can make sense either with or without 

      interrupter commas.  In these cases, writers must look more closely at intended 

      meaning in the sentence:


The passengers, who were saved from the sinking ferry, told some terrifying 

            stories.  

      With its nonessential who clause, this sentence says that all the passengers on the 

      ferry survived to tell terrifying stories.


The passengers who were saved from the sinking ferry told some terrifying 

            stories.

      But if the who clause is essential (no commas), then the sentence implies that some 

      passengers died on the sinking ferry.

Finally, for a real-life example of how an interrupter comma can make a tremendous difference in a sentence's meaning and, in this case, in the meaning of a political party's platform, read the following excerpt from Associated Press reporter Tom Raum's newspaper article:

But with the ink on the compromise barely dry, platform subcommittee members used a comma to strengthen the language.  The compromise had read:  "We oppose any attempts to increase taxes which would harm the recovery and reverse the trend to restoring control of the economy to individual Americans."

The panel inserted a comma after the word taxes, making it read:  "We oppose any attempt to increase taxes, which would harm. . . ."  Small as it was, the comma moved the sentence from saying the party opposed any tax increase that would harm recovery to saying any tax increase would harm recovery—and thereby would be opposed ("Draft Plank Firms GOP Tax Stance," Charlotte Observer, 15 August 1984, 1A).      

