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In most contemporary grammar books and guides two main functions are usually attributed to the semicolon: complementation and contrast. The function of complementation is performed in the following three groups of cases: linking\separating clauses within a complex sentence and separating elements of enumeration. Meanwhile the analysis of artistic prose has revealed another case within the complemental category – the use of the semicolon to mark off cause-effect relationship, where the clause after the semicolon depends on the preceding part as a consequence upon its cause. Phonetically this case corresponds to the rules of reading punctuation marks (that were elaborated at the Department of English Linguistics, MSU) in every parameter but for tempo, which is supposed to slow down instead of fastening.

Moreover, the case in question has a ‘reversed’ variant (effect-cause), in which the first clause gives a kind of summing up or the statement to be clarified, while the arguments are provided in the clause after the semicolon. This case in a way violates the rules in the arrangement of pitches: as opposed to the recommendations, the first clause is produced on a lower lever than the part after the semicolon.

To adduce an example, here come two passages from the series Talking Heads (1988) by Alan Bennett: A Chip in the Sugar and Soldiering On.
1) cause-effect relationship. In the passage to follow Mr Turnbull invites Graham’s mother to visit Bolton Abbey and claims he has enough space for two people only in his car. The mother, however, does not want to cancel the trip and thus the couple is about to leave. Graham’s mother opens the passage:
<…> ‘We’d better be getting our skates on, Graham.’ He [Mr Turnbull] said, ‘I’ve got to pick up a load of green three-quarter-length windcheaters in Ilkley; there won’t really be room for a third party. Isn’t there anything on at the pictures?’ ‘Oh he’ll be happy reading,’ Mother said. ‘Won’t you, Graham?’ ‘Anyway,’ Mr Turnbull said, ‘you don’t want to be with your Mother at your age, Graham?’ I didn’t say anything.
Mr Turnbull's sarcastic comments concerning Graham, the main character makes the logical connection between the clauses, as well as Mr Turnbull’s intention, clear enough: he does not want Graham to spoil the trip by joining Graham’s mother and him. At that, Mr Turnbull is supposed to hesitate slightly while pronouncing the sentence in order not to sound impolite and even rude.

If the semicolon in the passage was changed to a comma, the speaker would sound too decisive and matter-of-fact about his unwillingness to invite Graham and thus would be too rude, as the pause accompanying a comma is considerably shorter as compared to the one of the semicolon. If a full stop replaces the original stop, the cause-effect connection becomes rather blurred and thus Mr Turnbull’s refusal to invite Graham sounds unreasonable and having no ground and excuse.
The set of prosodic parameters in general corresponds to the ‘rules’ but for the tempo and the loudness. The part after the semicolon is produced on a somewhat lower pitch as compared to the first clause, which conforms to the ‘rules’, while loudness and tempo of the second clause remain the same as in the preceding part. Due to the latter parameters the character’s words do not sound rude, i. e. too hurried as if he wanted to hide his confusion, or too loud and thus exceedingly persistent.

2) effect-cause relationship. The passage is devoted to Muriel’s reflections on the conditions in the mental hospital, to which her psychologically unstable daughter is supposed to be taken. The mother, however, cannot accept the idea because of the inconveniences of the place:
The food, for instance. The food has to cross a court-yard – the kitchen is so far away for all I know it may have to cross a frontier. One toilet per floor… I just put my head round the door and wished I hadn’t; no telephone that I could see and the beds so crammed together if you got out of one you’d be into another. Dreadful.
The first clause here gives the conclusion from the previous part: Muriel is displeased and upset with the conditions in the hospital (1 clause), as inconveniences she has found there are considerable (2 clause).

If the semicolon in the sentence is replaced by a comma, the first clause would sound less significant as the pause accompanying the comma is supposed to be shorter. At the same time, if the clauses are parcellated by means of a full stop, the logical connection almost disappears and the second sentence no longer sounds as an argument to the statement, but as other reasons for Muriel’s discontent (on a par with poor food and an inconvenient plan of the building) mentioned in the preceding sentences.

In this case the part before the semicolon is produced on a lower level to make the conclusion sound more ‘weighty’. The reasons provided in the part after the semicolon are pitched higher and are produced faster and louder; thus, the first clause presenting the summing up attracts more attention, since it sounds more prominent.

To sum up, functionally the cases of cause-effect relationship can be classified as a variety of the complementation function. At that, such cases should be considered as a separate case within the function due to their prosodic modifications.

