
English 10       Name:________________________________ 
Anthem – Grammar  
 

Comma Use for Nonessential Information 

When we’re writing or speaking, we sometimes feel the need to interrupt the flow of what we are 
saying in order to define a term, give additional information, indicate a contradiction, etc.  These little 
interruptions are called “nonessential elements” because they interrupt a sentence without changing its 
essential meaning.  In other words, nonessential elements provide information that is nice to know, 
but not necessary (essential) to the overall meaning of what someone is trying to say.    

Rule: Use a pair of commas in the middle of a sentence to set off clauses, phrases, and words that are not 
essential to the meaning of the sentence. Use one comma before to indicate the beginning of the pause and 
one at the end to indicate the end of the pause. 
 
Trick for remembering this rule: If you leave out the word or phrase or put it somewhere else in the 
sentence, does the essential meaning of the sentence change?  

If so, the element is essential and should not be set off by commas.  
If not, it is nonessential and should be surrounded by commas. 

 
Some Examples 

 
Nonessential: The average world temperature, however, has continued to rise significantly. (word) 
 
Essential: The sixth-century philosopher Boethius was arrested, tortured, and bludgeoned to death. (word) 
 
Nonessential: Company managers, seeking higher profits, hired temporary workers to replace full-time staff. 
(phrase) 
 
Essential: The person checking tickets at the counter asked for a form of identification. (phrase) 
 
Nonessential: My uncle, who is eighty years old, walks three miles every day. (clause) 
 
Essential: The woman who interviewed you is my sister. (clause)1 
 
 
Practice  

 
Directions: Each of the following sentences from Anthem contain one or more nonessential word, phrase, or 
clause.  Find each nonessential element, and punctuate the sentence accordingly.  
 

1. The laws say that none among men may be alone ever and at any time for this is the great 

transgression and the root of all evil. 

 
2. “There is evil in your bones Equality 7-2521 for your body has grown beyond the bodies of your 

brothers.” 

                                                 
1
 Source: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/607/05/ 



3. When we were five years old, we were sent to the Home of the Students where there are ten wards for 

our ten years of learning. 

 
4. And if sometimes in the secret darkness of our heart we regret that which befell us on our fifteenth 

birthday we know that it was through our own guilt. 

 
5. And in the darkness in the secret hour when we awoke in the night and there were no brothers 

around us but only their shapes in the beds and their snores we closed our eyes and we stopped our 

breath that no shudder might let our brothers see or hear or guess and we thought that we wished to 

be sent to the Home of the Scholars when our time would come. 

 
6. In five hours when the sun is high we return to the Home and we eat our midday meal for which one-

half hour is allowed. 

 
7. But our hand which followed the track as we crawled clung to the iron as if it would not leave it… 

 

8. The nature of our punishment if it be discovered is not for the human heart to ponder. 

 
 
More Practice  

 
Directions: Write a few sentences of your own that incorporate and correctly punctuate nonessential words, 
phrases, or clauses.  In your sentences, respond to Equality’s society and/or Equality’s choice to rebel, and 
explain what you would do if you were in his position. 
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