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UNLOCK A WORLD
OF KNOWLEDGE:
YOUR GUIDE TO
THE LIBRARY OF
CONGRESS
LIBRARY CARD

Imagine  having  a  key
that opens the doors to
the  largest  library  in
the world—a repository
of  over  170  mil l ion
i t e m s  s p a n n i n g
centuries  of  human
achievement.  The
Library  of  Congress
library card is exactly
that  key.  While  many
think of the Library of
C o n g r e s s  a s  a n
exclusive institution for
l a w m a k e r s  a n d

scholars,  the  truth  is
that its vast resources
are  access ib le  to
nearly  anyone  who
takes  the  simple  step
of  obtaining  a  card.
Whether  you  are  an
avid  researcher,  a
l i fe long  learner,  a
genealogist  tracing
family roots, or simply
a  curious  reader,  this
card  grants  you  entry
into  a  un iverse  o f
knowledge  that  few
other  l ibraries  can
rival. In this guide, we
will explore everything
you  need  to  know
about  the  Library  of
Cong ress  l i b r a ry
card—how to get one,
what it offers, and why
it is an invaluable tool
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for  anyone  passionate
about learning.

WHAT IS THE
LIBRARY OF
CONGRESS
LIBRARY CARD?

T h e  L i b r a r y  o f
Congress  library
card  is  an  official
credential  issued  by
the Library of Congress
(LOC) that allows users
to  access  its  physical
reading rooms and, in
a  digital  version,  its
ex tens i ve  on l i ne
collections. Contrary to
popular  belief,  you do
n o t  n e e d  t o  b e  a
member of Congress or
a  government  official
to  apply.  The  card  is
available to any person
aged 16 or  older who
p r e s e n t s  a  v a l i d
government - i ssued
photo ID. The Library of
Congress  operates
under  the  mission  to
serve  the  American
public, and this card is

the  primary  gateway
for the public to utilize
its resources.
There  are  two  main
forms  of  the  card:  a
phys i ca l  "Reader
Identification  Card"  for
on - s i te  use  and  a
digi ta l  "L ibrary  of
Congress  account"  for
remote  access  to
c e r t a i n  o n l i n e
d a t a b a s e s .  T h e
p h y s i c a l  c a r d  i s
required  to  enter  the
Jefferson,  Adams,  and
Madison  buildings  and
to  request  materials
f r o m  t h e  s t a c k s .
Meanwhile,  the  digital
account allows users to
access  a  g row ing
number of e-resources
from  home,  including
digitized books,  maps,
manuscr ip ts ,  and
historical newspapers.
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Physical
Library
Card vs.
Digital
Library

Card
Understanding  the
difference  between
these  two  credentials
i s  e s s e n t i a l .  T h e
p h y s i c a l  R e a d e r
Identification  Card  is
issued at the Library's
Madison Building.  It  is
f ree,  val id  for  two
years, and requires an
in-person  visit.  With
th is  card,  you  can
r e q u e s t  b o o k s ,
manuscripts, films, and
o t h e r  p h y s i c a l
materials to use in the
reading rooms. You can
also  access  many  of

t h e  L i b r a r y ' s
subscribed  databases
while  on-site.
The digital card, on the
other  hand,  is  simply
an online account you
create  through  the
Library's  website.
While it does not grant
you  on-site  privileges,
it unlocks a substantial
collection  of  digital
content.  The  LOC  has
partnered  with  major
publishers  to  offer
access to thousands of
e-books,  scholarly
journals, and historical
archives remotely. This
account  is  especially
v a l u a b l e  f o r
r e s e a r c h e r s  w h o
c a n n o t  t r a v e l  t o
Washington,  D.C.

HOW TO OBTAIN A
LIBRARY OF
CONGRESS
LIBRARY CARD

Get t ing  your  own
Library  of  Congress
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l ibrary  card  i s  a
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d
process,  but  it  does
r e q u i r e  a d v a n c e
planning if you are not
local to the D.C. area.
Here is a step-by-step
guide:

Step 1:
Determin
e Which
Card You
Need
If you plan to visit the
Library in  person,  you
need  the  phys ica l
Reader  Identification
Card. If you only want
online access,  register
for  a  digital  account
t h r o u g h  t h e  L O C
w e b s i t e .  S o m e
researchers  eventually
get both.

Step 2:
Prepare
Your
Identifica
tion
For  the  physical  card,
b r i n g  a  v a l i d ,
unexpired government-
issued  photo  ID,  such
as  a  driver's  license,
passport,  or  state  ID.
The  ID  must  include
your full name, date of
birth,  and  a  recent
photograph. For minors
under 16,  a parent or
g u a r d i a n  m u s t
accompany  them,  but
t h e  a g e  l i m i t  i s
generally 16 and older.



Library Of Congress Library Card 5

5

Step 3:
Visit the
Reader
Registrati

on Office
The physical  card can
only  be  obtained  in
person at the Library of
C o n g r e s s  i n
Washington,  D.C.  The
Reader  Registration
Office is located on the
ground  floor  of  the
J a m e s  M a d i s o n
Memorial Building (101
Independence Ave SE).
Hours  are  Monday
through  Friday,  8:30
a.m. to 4:30 p.m. The
process takes about 15
minutes.  You  will  fill
out a brief application,
have your photo taken,
and receive your card
on the spot.

Step 4:
Activate
Your
Digital
Account
To obtain a digital card
for  remote access,  go
to loc.gov and click on
"Register."  You  will
create a username and
password  and  provide
your  name  and  email
a d d r e s s .  W i t h i n
minutes, you can start
exploring  the  digital
collections.  However,
note  that  the  digital
card  alone  does  not
allow  you  to  request
physical materials.

BENEFITS AND
RESOURCES
ACCESSIBLE WITH
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YOUR LIBRARY
CARD

O n c e  y o u  h o l d  a
Library  of  Congress
library card, a wealth
of  resources  becomes
available. The Library's
c o l l e c t i o n s  a r e
staggering  in  scope.
H e r e  a r e  s o m e
highlights of what you
can access:

Digital
Collection
s
The LOC has one of the
most  extensive  digital
archives  in  the  world.
With your card (either
physical or digital), you
can  view  millions  of
d i g i t i z e d  i t e m s ,
including:

Historical
newspapers
from the

Chronicling
America project,
covering
1789–1963.
Rare books and
manuscripts,
such as Thomas
Jefferson's library
and the
Gutenberg Bible.
Maps and
atlases
spanning
centuries.
Photographs
and prints from
the Civil War, the
Great
Depression, and
more.
Sound
recordings and
films from early
motion pictures
to folk music
archives.

Research
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Database
s and E-

Books
Through  the  Library's
"eResources"  portal,
cardholders  gain  free
access  to  premium
d a t a b a s e s  t h a t
normally require a paid
subscription.  These
include:

JSTOR,
ProQuest, and
Gale academic
databases.
ScienceDirect,
SAGE Journals
for scientific and
social science
research.
Ancestry.com
and Fold3 for
genealogy.
OverDrive and
EBSCO for e-
books and
audiobooks.

On-Site
Reading
Rooms
and
Special
Services
If you visit the Library,
your  physical  card
allows  you  to:

Request
materials from
the general and
special
collections.
Use the Main
Reading Room in
the Jefferson
Building—a
stunning
architectural
masterpiece.
Consult with
reference
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librarians who
are experts in
specific fields.
Access the Law
Library, the
Manuscript
Division, the
Geography and
Map Division,
and others.
Copy and scan
materials
(subject to
copyright and
condition
guidelines).

WHO SHOULD GET
A LIBRARY OF
CONGRESS
LIBRARY CARD?

Almost  anyone  can
benefit  from  this  card.
Here are some of  the
people  for  whom it  is
particularly valuable:

Academic
researchers
and scholars
who need
primary sources

for books,
dissertations, or
journal articles.
Genealogists
tracing family
trees using
census records,
military service
files, and local
history
collections.
History
enthusiasts
who want to
explore original
documents from
the founding of
the United
States.
Writers and
journalists
seeking
authoritative
reference
materials.
Teachers and
educators who
want to
incorporate
primary sources
into their
curricula.
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Curious
lifelong
learners who
simply love
reading rare
books or
exploring
digitized art.

Even if you never visit
Washington, the digital
card  alone  provides
access  to  resources
that  many universities
do  not  offer  to  the
public.  I t  is  truly  a
democratic  tool  for
knowledge.

TIPS FOR USING
YOUR LIBRARY
CARD EFFECTIVELY

To  make  the  most  of
y o u r  L i b r a r y  o f
Congress  library
c a r d ,  k e e p  t h e
following  strategies  in
mind:

Plan ahead if1.
visiting in
person. Check
the Library's

website for
reading room
hours and any
closures. Some
materials require
advance notice
of 24–72 hours to
retrieve from
storage.
Use the catalog2.
system. Before
you arrive,
search the LOC's
online catalog to
identify call
numbers and
verify
availability. This
saves time.
Renew your3.
card before it
expires. The
physical card is
valid for two
years. You can
renew it by
visiting the
Registration
Office again or,
in some cases,
by mail if you
have used it
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recently.
Explore the4.
digital
resources first.
Many items are
already digitized,
so you might not
need to travel.
Start with the
LOC's digital
collections and
the eResources
portal.
Take5.
advantage of
librarian
assistance. The
reference
librarians are
among the best
in the world. Do
not hesitate to
ask for help
navigating a
complex
collection.
Respect the6.
rules. No food or
drink in reading
rooms. Use
pencils only.
Handle materials

with care. These
rules ensure the
collections are
preserved for
future
generations.

COMMON
QUESTIONS ABOUT
THE LIBRARY OF
CONGRESS
LIBRARY CARD

Is the
Library of
Congress
library
card
free?
Yes ,  the  phys i ca l
Reader  Identification
Card  and  the  digital
account  are  both  free
of charge.
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Can I
check out
books
and take
them
home?
No.  The  L ibrary  of
Congress  is  a  non-
circulating  research
library.  You  must  use
m a t e r i a l s  i n  t h e
r e a d i n g  r o o m s .
However,  the  Library
does  al low  l imited
interlibrary  loan  for
certain  items  through
your  local  library,  but
that  i s  a  separate
process.

Do I need
an
appointm
ent to get
a card?
No  appointment  is
necessary  for  the
physical  card.  Simply
visit  the  Registration
Office during  operating
hours.  For  the  digital
card,  you can register
online anytime.

Can I get
a Library
of
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Congress
library
card if I
live
outside
the
United

States?
Yes, but you must visit
in person to obtain the
physical  card.  For  the
digital  card,  you  only
need  internet  access
and  a  va l i d  ema i l
address.  Some  online
resources may require
a U.S.  IP address,  but
many  are  g lobal ly
accessible.

What if I
lose my
card?
You  can  request  a
replacement  at  the
Registration  Office.
There may be a small
administrative  fee
(usually a few dollars),
but  i t  i s  general ly
handled  quickly.

Does the
card work
at other
libraries?
No. The card is specific
t o  t h e  L i b r a r y  o f
Congress.  However,
the Library participates
i n  t h e  F e d e r a l
Depository  Library
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Program,  and  many
items are  available  at
depository  libraries
nationwide.

CONCLUSION

T h e  L i b r a r y  o f
Congress  library
card is far more than a
simple piece of plastic
or a digital login—it is a
p a s s p o r t  t o  t h e
intellectual heritage of
the United States and
the world. Whether you
are conducting serious
academic  research,
d iv ing  into  fami ly
h istory ,  or  s imply
s a t i s f y i n g  y o u r

cu r ios i t y  about  a
particular  subject,  this
card puts  unparalleled
resources  at  your
fingertips.  The  best
part?  It  is  free  and
open  to  anyone  who
m e e t s  t h e  b a s i c
requirements.  In  an
age  of  information
overload,  having  a
trusted,  authoritative
source like the Library
o f  C o n g r e s s  i s
invaluable. So take the
leap:  apply  for  your
card  today,  and  start
exploring the depths of
human knowledge that
await you.


