
MLA Parenthetical Citation 
 
What is a parenthetical citation? A parenthetical citation tells the reader where your information 
has come from.  It comes at a natural stopping point (usually a period) and links to your works 
cited.  
 
Why do we cite sources? (This seems like a tremendous amount of work that does not sound like 
fun).  We cite sources for a couple of reasons:  

1) We do not want to steal ideas from someone else. We want to show that we have 
borrowed the ideas. If you use information from someone and you do not cite that 
information it is plagiarism and subject to penalty 

2) Use of citations shows that you have done the research for the paper, and that you are 
confidant in your research.  

  
Why do we use MLA? This is similar to asking --why do we use periods at the end of sentences?  
We use periods and citations because it is a system known by many people. People understand 
that the period is an end of a thought. If you do a citation correctly, your reader will understand 
where your information has come from. We also use MLA because it is the simpler method to 
learn and often used at the university level and across disciplines.  If you understand how MLA 
works, you can figure out an APA citation.   
 
What does a parenthetical citation look like? Here is an example:  

The aesthetic and ideological orientation of jazz underwent considerable scrutiny in the late 
1950s and early 1960s (Anderson 7).  

The citation “(Anderson 7)” tells readers that the information in the sentence was derived from 
page 7 of a work by an author named Anderson. If readers want more information about this 
source, they can turn to the works-cited list, where, under the name Anderson, they would find 
the following information.  

Anderson, Iain. This Is Our Music: Free Jazz, the Sixties, and American Culture. Philadelphia: U of  

Pennsylvania P, 2007. Print.  

How do I do a parentheticals?  
1) The first and most important step is to create your works cited page. If you do not have a 

works cited page you will not know what you will need to put in your parenthetical 
citation 

2) Look at what is on the far left of the citation on the works cited. If it is:  
a.  Author’s last name  --put the last name in the citation (see example above)  
b.  Title of the work – put the first word of the title in the same formatting in the 

citation  Example:  
 
International espionage was as prevalent as ever in the 1990s (“Decade”). 



c. If your information comes from a book, periodical or magazine, then also include 
a page number  

d. If you have multiple works from the same author you would need to include both 
the author and the title. (Anderson, This 7).  

e. If your information was originally published on the web, you do not have to 
include the page number.  

3) A citation in MLA style contains only enough information to enable readers to find the 
source in the works-cited list. If the author’s name is mentioned in the text, only the page 
number appears in the citation: “(7).” If more than one work by the author is in the list of 
works cited, a shortened version of the title is given: “(Anderson, This 7).”  

Readability of citations: Here are a couple of options:  
1) Put the citation at the end of the thought. This means put it at the end of the sentence and 

before the period or at the end of the thought and before the comma. The parenthetical 
citation needs to be as close to the borrowed material as possible.  
 
It may be true that “in the appreciation of medieval art the attitude of the observer is of 
primary importance . . .” (Robertson 136).  
 

2) Use the Author’s name or the title in text. Here is an example from a book source.  
 
It may be true, as Robertson maintains, that “in the appreciation of medieval art the 
attitude of the observer is of primary importance . . .” (136).  
 

Key Points:  
 

1) Every time you borrow someone’s ideas in your papers you need to cite this information 
2) Your parenthetical citations need to match up with the Works Cited – I should be able to 

easily find the information because whatever you have in the far left of your citation 
should be what is in your parenthetical.  

3) Include only enough information so you may find the source in the works cited list.  
4) Avoid interrupting the flow of your writing.  

 
 

 
 
 


