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The new role of libraries 
in the contemporary humanities

Summary
DEFINITION OF THE TERM: The aim of this article is to outline how the 
role of the library in the contemporary humanities has evolved. Origi-
nally, the library was an institution primarily focused on providing access 
to its traditional paper collections, whereas today the library is a multi-
functional, innovative, and flexible institution that provides a variety of 
services, workshops, and training on how to use traditional and digital 
resources.

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE TERM: The library has changed signifi-
cantly over the last 30 years, both technologically and conceptually. These 
changes have been caused by the digitisation of collections, new technolo-
gies, the development of new services, and the spread of databases.

DISCUSSION OF THE TERM: Libraries undertake new activities in order 
to meet the expectations of the contemporary humanities. These include 
the digitisation of collections, the creation of databases, publishing activi-
ties, workshops and training, data preparation and analysis, documenta-
tion activities, and more.

SYSTEMATIC REFLECTION WITH CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM-
MENDATIONS: While libraries are committed to meeting the ever-
changing needs and expectations of researchers, they should be more 
committed to the process of collaboration and more widely promote the 
opportunities offered by contemporary sources, databases, and tools.

Keywords:	library, digital humanities, databases, digital libraries, 
contemporary librarian
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Definition of the term 
For many years, the functioning of the library and the expectations of its 
role have focused on the following basic activities: “collecting, compiling, 
preserving, and protecting library materials” (Library Act, 1997, Article 4, 
Paragraph 1(1) [Ustawa o bibliotekach, 1997, art. 4, ust. 1 pkt 1]) as 
well as “serving users by [...] providing access to collections and provid-
ing information” (Paragraph 1(2). Libraries could – but, significantly, did 
not have to – offer bibliographic, documentary, scientific and research, 
publishing, educational, popularising, instructional, and methodological 
activities (Paragraph 2). Libraries could offer these activities, but they 
were not obligatory. Thus, the focus was primarily on traditional collec-
tions, their preservation, and making them available to readers. 

In less than 30 years, this definition has changed and the focus has 
shifted towards a broadly defined ‘user service’, i.e., providing informa-
tion and services and creating sources and tools that make it easier for 
library users to access content and facts and to optimise their resource 
searches. The function of libraries is no longer solely the development 
of collections as they also facilitate the effective use of all sources: tra-
ditional and electronic. 

In the mid-1990s, the term ‘hybrid library’ emerged to denote a form 
of library that merges the traditional library with digital meta-information 
and leans more toward digital media (Sutton, 1996). The hybrid library 
aims to bring together all types of resources (traditional and digital), 
while using different technologies and tools to go beyond the physical 
collection located in one place. Contemporary libraries are thus seen 
not only through the prism of a physical space but are primarily treated 
as a specialised information service which follows the needs of its users. 

Historical analysis of the term
The basic ‘matter’ studied in the humanities is first and foremost tex-
tual matter and other man-made artefacts, which is why the library 
has always been the humanist’s natural workplace. Until the 1990s, 
librarianship was primarily traditional: it was based on catalogues and 
directories full of index cards; the preparation of a thematic compilation 



174 Aneta Dr abek

required painstakingly browsing through many volumes of printed bibli-
ographies and often included many weeks of work before progressing 
to the next stage, that of working with a book. A considerable amount of 
library space was taken up by reading rooms, where humanists worked 
with texts. Books were difficult to obtain and very few people could col-
lect a complete enough scholarly toolkit at home to not be reliant on 
libraries. Thus, the library was an essential toolkit for every humanist. 
Two books, namely Warsztat bibliograficzny historyka literatury polskiej 
[The bibliographical toolkit for the historian of Polish literature] by Jerzy 
Starnawski, and Bibliografia i biblioteka w pracy polonisty [Bibliography 
and the library in the work of the Polish language scholar] by Jadwiga 
Czachowska and Roman Loth, were the basic sources that directed 
literary scholars to the relevant bibliography. These are only selected 
examples, as similar manuals were written for representatives of other 
branches of the humanities. Now these sources have been replaced by 
search engines and databases dedicated to scientists. Although most 
printed bibliographies have been transformed into their digital equiva-
lents, very few people access them today. Other people appreciate and 
prioritise the convenience, speed, and simplicity of the new tools over 
the potential better usability of traditional sources. 

The humanist’s digital toolkit has been developing since the 1950s, 
and an important initiative that has affected its present form is the Index 
Thomisticus, a  project initiated by Roberto Busa and implemented in 
collaboration with the IBM research laboratory. This was a digital con-
cordance of the works of St. Thomas Aquinas (Sosińska-Kalata, 2016, 
p. 29). However, it is only in the last 30 years that the development of 
the internet, online services, and digital tools have changed everything, 
including research methods and the ways in which people search for 
information and access content. It became possible to analyse, visualise, 
explore, and process scientific data at an unprecedented level, as well 
as to essentially access content without ‘intermediaries’ (librarians or 
scientific information specialists), or at least without their direct involve-
ment. Today’s humanists, called ‘digital humanists’, study interdisciplin-
ary topics, work in teams, and use special software to analyse big data 
sets – not only texts, but also graphics, images, and videos. They use 
materials available on the web and often only publish online (Osiński, 
2015). Thus, they contribute to the creation of a library which, although it 
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does not have a material form, is real and often more readily used than 
the traditional library ever was. Although the predicted demise of the 
paper book has not yet materialised, some channels of scholarly com-
munication (e.g., journals) are increasingly switching to an exclusively 
digital medium, which is also changing the way in which these contents 
are used. 

The role of libraries, which for years acted as the ‘gatekeepers’ of col-
lected paper works, is radically changing, and now they provide various 
services as well as collect and prepare data used in research. Libraries 
are transforming: librarians use new tools in their work and focus on 
providing the best possible service for their users (who are no longer 
merely ‘readers’). Librarians continue to support the traditional practices 
of the humanities, but today they use new tools and opportunities in their 
work.

Discussion of the term
Printed bibliographies and card catalogues have been replaced by 
bibliographic databases and electronic catalogues, which make it pos-
sible, in a relatively short period of time, to find the information needed, 
prepare a  thematic overview, find out where and how to use a given 
publication, and order a  digital version of the item one is looking for 
(unless, of course, it has already been made available electronically). 

Traditional bibliographies mainly used to be created in libraries, 
scientific information centres, or specialised centres. It seems natural 
to continue this work, but the end product today is easily searchable 
databases rather than printed bibliographies one needs to physically 
browse. This transformation was not purely technical – it also required 
changes in the manner and extent of preparing metadata. By neces-
sity, the abbreviated description used in the paper version of a  bibli-
ography has been replaced by a  comprehensive, extended set of 
data in a database, often supplemented by additional elements (e.g., 
keywords, classifications, language of publication, authors’ biographic 
information, affiliations, identifiers, etc.). Librarians who create them 
are aware that each element of the description should be searchable 
and should offer the possibility of applying filters to the results obtained. 
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Since bibliographic databases began to evolve into full-text databases, 
the amount of metadata began to decrease as the inclusion of full texts 
enabled almost unlimited search possibilities.

Many libraries have compiled all their collections into electronic cata-
logues; this has not only made searching easier but has also meant that 
some publications have been reused because they were found while 
searching for something else. Combining metadata from catalogues 
of individual libraries into central databases such as Nukat (in Poland) 
or WorldCat (worldwide), as well as making them available in popular 
search engines, has made it possible to check library collections quickly 
and easily from a home computer. In the next stage of development, 
databases were linked with one another so that the link to a  full text, 
located somewhere in a digital library or on a publisher’s or author’s 
website, is also included in the description of a catalogue record. This 
linking can be done automatically (using linked data tools) but is often 
done manually by librarian-cataloguers who check whether a publica-
tion has an online version.

Being able to access electronic versions of books, articles, reports, 
conference proceedings, and other publications has become com-
monplace, especially in the last few years. Painstakingly amassed 
book collections have been replaced by hard disks or access to online 
resources. It is no longer necessary to buy every book or article one 
needs to put on the shelf for future reference. Instead, online access to 
dictionaries, academic texts, literary texts, text corpora, articles, etc. is 
generally preferred. Increasingly widespread access to the internet and 
decreasing hardware costs (e.g., computers, scanners, disk storage 
devices) in the last decade have led to the development of digital librar-
ies. These are databases that contain digital versions of various objects, 
including books, journals, maps, photographs, music scores, sound 
recordings, etc. Creating them is now possible because libraries have 
started to share digital versions of their collections, and now anyone 
can have access to even the rarest books and manuscripts. Whether 
an academic or an amateur hobbyist, anyone can admire and browse 
On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres, which is housed in the 
Jagiellonian Digital Library alongside digital versions of other historical 
items that have been made available in digital libraries. Since the launch 
of these databases, libraries have catered for users’ needs and digitised 
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materials on request. The largest Polish service that collects metadata 
from Polish digital libraries – the Digital Libraries Federation [Federacja 
Bibliotek Cyfrowych] – currently includes almost 8.5 million objects. This 
is almost as many as the items stocked in the Polish National Library. 
Libraries also actively participate in large-scale digitisation projects, 
such as Project Gutenberg, the Internet Archive, HathiTrust Digital 
Library, JSTOR, ProjectMuse, Archive of Americana, Early English 
Books Online, and Google Books. Thanks to mass digitisation, rare 
or hard-to-reach collections have become available and new methods 
and possibilities for researching digitised works have been developed. 
These activities, among others, are the basis for the development of the 
digital humanities, which uses new technologies to analyse and explore 
digital objects.

Initially, libraries prepared digital versions of older publications which 
had entered the public domain, but the growing Open Access movement 
made authors increasingly willing to share their works and place them 
in digital libraries and other full-text services for free. This is because 
they have realised that the easy accessibility of their texts can make the 
results of their studies reach a wider audience than if they were made 
available under the traditional model (in situ in a library). Nearly 60% of 
scientific publications registered in the Scopus international database 
between 2018 and 2022 are Open Access, and this percentage is 
increasing every year. Thanks to this idea and the work of librarians 
(among others), it is now possible to gain free access to research find-
ings published in millions of articles and books globally.

Today, scientific publications are usually placed in repositories 
(institutional or domain-specific), i.e., specialised digital libraries that 
stock contemporary works. Repositories are developed primarily by 
the authors of the works placed there, but libraries develop regulations, 
create manuals, and check the correctness of metadata and copyright 
issues. Librarians also make sure that digital copies of materials depos-
ited in repositories are secure and of good quality so the content can be 
easily searched and used.

Another task of libraries is creating, using, and sharing research data. 
This is a relatively new area, although it is becoming increasingly popu-
lar, including in the humanities. Although humanists often use a variety 
of data in their research, e.g., text corpora, interviews, recordings, 
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photographs, texts of literary and artistic works, commentaries, notes, 
critical apparatus, calendars, dictionaries, classifications, thesauri, etc., 
it has only recently been suggested that they should be made available 
in such a way that other researchers can also access them. The purpose 
of sharing data used in research (e.g., scans of documents) is to allow 
others to better understand the results and to enable them to use this 
data in their studies (Maryl, Błaszczyńska, Szleszyński & Umerle, 2021, 
p. 18). Grant application forms must include a research data manage-
ment plan, in which applicants must detail exactly what type of data they 
will collect during a project, how they will securely store it, and how they 
will share it (this is a requirement of, e.g., the Polish National Science 
Centre). Regardless of whether data is collected as part of a project, it 
is worth preparing such a plan as it allows researchers to think about 
their data, helps them organise teamwork, possibly prevents data loss, 
and facilitates data re-use (Maryl, Błaszczyńska, Szleszyński & Umerle, 
2021, p. 35). Assistance in the preparation of these data management 
plans is provided by scientific libraries that specialise in this field and 
can support the preparation of such plans, facilitate data processing, 
and make these plans available in an appropriate repository.

One of the basic tasks of the scientific library is that of documenting 
the scientific and artistic output of university staff. Previously, such data 
was processed in traditional card indexes, lists, or printed bibliogra-
phies), but over the past 20 years they have been increasingly included 
in sophisticated databases, which not only present an individual 
scholar’s academic achievements but are also reference sources for 
other databases and systems, e.g., the Polish Scientific Bibliography 
[Polska Bibliografia Naukowa] or academics’ portals. These databases 
make it possible to generate documentation for promotion, competition, 
academic title and degree proceedings, or grant applications. Apart 
from typical bibliographic data, they also document other scientific and 
professional activities: supervising a thesis or dissertation, participating 
in conferences, working in associations, being on the editorial board of 
a scientific journal, serving as an expert on various bodies, being the 
author of a patent, etc. When collected in a single database, all this infor-
mation constitutes a scientist’s complete profile and can facilitate estab-
lishing scientific contacts between scientists. Such databases make it 
possible to prepare multifaceted analyses of a university’s activities (by 
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scientific units, research teams, or disciplines) and can also be used to 
set future research directions formulated in a university’s strategy.

Institutional databases created by librarians increasingly often 
include full texts, which – depending on the legal regulations – are avail-
able either to everybody or to a limited audience. Thus, these databases 
also act as repositories through which a university presents the scientific 
output of its academic staff and disseminates their research findings.

Evaluation has become an important element of science. It takes 
place at different levels, depending on its objectives and context. Evalu-
ating science is important because it leads to a better understanding 
and improvement of the research process and to directing financial 
and human resources towards the best and most-needed studies. The 
output of individual researchers, teams, units, universities, and countries 
is evaluated and the results are used in creating ranks, allocating fund-
ing, and in promotional procedures, competitions, etc. For this purpose, 
quantitative (bibliometric and scientometric) indicators are increasingly 
used, such as the number of publications, the number of citations, 
the Hirsch Index, and Impact Factors. The data for their calculation is 
the information provided in the descriptions of publications indexed in 
international databases, which are used to prepare bibliometric analy-
ses. In other words, a statistical method is used to measure and inter-
pret scientific publications and their impact on the scientific community. 
In recent years, bibliometric and scientometric indicators have become 
very popular and are readily used in the evaluation of countries, univer-
sities (e.g., in various ranks), scientific institutions, disciplines (e.g., in 
the evaluation of scientific activity conducted by the Polish Ministry of 
Education and Science), research groups, and individuals. The Council 
for Scientific Excellence [Rada Doskonałości Naukowej] enumerates 
the documents required in procedures for awarding a  postdoctoral 
degree [doktor habilitowany] or a professorship and states that the list 
of scientific or artistic achievements can be supplemented with scien-
tometric data such as the Impact Factor index (in fields and disciplines 
where this parameter is commonly used), the number of citations of the 
applicant’s publications (with a separate list of self-citations), and the 
Hirsch Index. Although providing these indicators is only recommended, 
and they cannot be the basis for evaluation, applicants often treat them 
as mandatory.
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The growing popularity of bibliometric and scientometric methods 
has also been heavily criticised, the main objections being:

1.	 Limitations of bibliographic databases: bibliometric analysis is 
based on data obtained from databases such as the Web of Sci-
ence Core Collection or Scopus. These databases focus primarily 
on the technical, medical, and natural sciences. Humanistic publi-
cations are indexed to a relatively limited extent; for these, Google 
Scholar is recommended as a citation source, but this tool also has 
certain drawbacks, which include the lack of representation of older 
publications, the lack of a mechanism for removing duplicates and 
correcting errors, indexing citations from low-quality materials, etc.

2.	 Errors and imperfections in the citation system: citation systems 
sometimes contain errors or inappropriate citations which can lead 
to distorted results in bibliometric analysis. The different citation 
procedure in the humanities, which is based on book citations  1, 
means that its representatives should not be assessed using data-
bases that primarily register journal articles.

3.	 Inadequate metrics: bibliometrics such as the number of publica-
tions and citations do not always reflect the real scientific and 
cultural value of publications or their impact on science. 

4.	 The incorrect and methodologically inadequate use of bibliomet-
rics, e.g., treating the impact factor as a measure for evaluating 
the quality of scientific articles and articles published in humanities 
journals (although it is calculated for journals in the social sciences 
and the exact sciences). 

5.	 Inappropriate application: bibliometric analysis should not be the 
only criterion for evaluating the scientific and cultural value of 
a publication. Proper evaluation should be substantive and only 
complemented by quantitative indicators.

The above arguments have been raised in numerous Polish and 
foreign publications (Kokowski, 2015; Zuccala, 2013). Manuals and 
reports have been written that discuss the possibilities and limitations of 
using bibliometric methods in the humanities (Archambault & Vignola-
Gagné, 2004). For the above-mentioned reasons, bibliometric analysis 

1	� 70% of works cited in humanist publications are from books or chapters from books 
(Drabek, 2017).
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should be used as one of many tools in the process of evaluating and 
interpreting scholarly publications, but it should not be the only criterion.

It should be remembered that such analyses require meticulous 
preparation based on a good knowledge of tools (such as databases or 
software) and competent librarians to compile them.

Today, librarians participate in many projects conducted within  the 
humanities, which is linked to their changing responsibilities and 
the search for new forms of cooperation. Most projects initiated in recent 
years have focused primarily on expanding access to scholarly works 
and sources, providing information about library collections, and facilitat-
ing the search for information. In 2014, a report entitled Digital Humani-
ties Projects in Poland [Humanistyczne projekty cyfrowe w  Polsce] 
(Werla & Maryl, 2014) was published. Its authors collected information 
about digital projects implemented in Polish institutions. Of the nearly 80 
described initiatives, some were led or co-created by libraries, including 
Cyfrowa Biblioteka Narodowa Polona [Digital National Library Polona], 
Academica, Digitalizacja i  udostępnienie w  sieci kolekcji starodruków 
Biblioteki Instytutu Historycznego Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego [Digi­
tisation and providing online access to the old-print collection of the 
Library of the Historical Institute of the University of Warsaw], Federacja 
Bibliotek Cyfrowych [Digital Library Federation], and Bibliograficzna 
Baza Danych Światowego Językoznawstwa Slawistycznego Isybislaw 
[Bibliographic Database of World Slavonic Linguistics Isybislaw]. Librar-
ies also support research projects by providing tools and services such 
as digitisation and access to digital collections, as well as IT training 
and support. In many other projects, librarians act as experts in build-
ing information systems’ architecture and creating metadata to identify 
documents and process information about them in a digital environment. 
Thanks to the cooperation between librarians, information specialists, 
and digital humanists, databases and services prepared for researchers 
can better satisfy digital humanists’ needs. 

Librarians organise training sessions, during which they teach par-
ticipants how to use databases, sources, and new tools and help them 
acquire new competences that facilitate conducting research. Training 
includes the following areas: searching for information and materials 
using catalogues, databases, repositories, and other sources; finding 
citations; using citation managers; using data visualisation software; 
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finding a  journal to publish in; checking if a  journal is ‘non-predatory’; 
issues linked to open publishing, open science and Creative Commons 
licensing; research data and research data management plans; and sci-
ence evaluation and the analysis of scientific output.

Moreover, workshops are held whose participants include both librar-
ians – in their capacity as creators of databases and repositories – and 
humanists. Their aim is to discuss the use of existing databases and 
bibliographies as well as the challenges faced by their creators, who 
must cater for the needs of users. Presenting the needs of one side and 
the possibilities of the other facilitates the design of effective tools.

The dissemination of research findings occurs through the publishing 
activities of universities. University publishing houses usually undertake 
the entire publishing process, from text selecting, reviewing, editing, 
proofreading, and typesetting, to distributing journals or books. In recent 
years, Open Access has exerted a major impact on the dissemination of 
research results and is now implemented by libraries through their digital 
services, libraries and repositories, and by encouraging researchers to 
publish in Open Access. Open Access is facilitated by a number of dedi-
cated tools. Libraries now perform a new role – that of publisher, which 
they do in two ways. In the first way, a library and a publishing house 
merge, but each retains its internal structure and division of responsibili-
ties. This type of merger is more of a  formality, although undoubtedly 
both institutions provide assistance to each other. In the second way, 
the library performs the role of a publishing house by running journal or 
e-book platforms. Rather than replace the tasks performed by a publish-
ing house, the library expands its offer to include services not provided 
by publishing houses. This is facilitated by the use of relatively easy-
to-use publishing platform software, which allows the entire publishing 
process (from text submission to publication) to be performed directly 
on a specific platform which is supervised by the journal editorial board 
(or an editor in the case of a monograph). Librarians need to be familiar 
with international publishing standards, aspects of copyright law, the 
principles of Open Access publishing, and the indexing of journals in 
national and international databases. Librarians also support the review 
process by anonymising texts in such a way that the blind-review pro-
cess runs smoothly. They also provide training for editors on how to 
use a platform, submit texts for verification by anti-plagiarism systems, 
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verify metadata and apply for identifiers (ISSN, ISBN), and prepare 
digital versions of older issues of journals (Karwasińska, 2017, p. 245). 
An important aspect of scientific publishing is the indexing of journals 
in databases. Once a relevant contract is signed, metadata, and often 
full texts, are periodically transferred. This can take place automatically 
(a database itself downloads the relevant metadata), semi-automatically 
(a special file is generated and then uploaded to a database), or manu-
ally. This work is often performed by libraries. The most commonly used 
software in Polish institutions is the Open Journal System. It is used, 
among others, by the Pressto platform, operated by the Adam Mickiewicz 
University Library in Poznań, which hosts over 90 journals, mostly from 
the humanities and the social sciences. Another example is the Journals 
of the University of Opole platform, operated by the university library, 
which publishes 13 journals in the humanities and the social sciences. 
The publishing house of Lublin University of Technology, as a unit, has 
been placed within the library structures and combines traditional book 
publishing with sharing publications from its digital library.

Systematic reflection with conclusions 
and recommendations
Over the past two decades, as a result of technological advances and 
the development of the internet, the role played by libraries has changed 
significantly. They have become interactive and modern information 
centres that offer access to a wide range of electronic resources, such 
as digital books, journals, databases, and educational materials. Librar-
ians are actively involved in sharing content; they prepare digital ver-
sions, check their legal status, and develop metadata. In view of the 
rapid growth in the number of scholarly publications and tools that make 
them available, librarians have become guides who support users in 
their search for specific sources. Thus, it is important to raise awareness 
of emerging undesirable phenomena, e.g., predatory publishing and 
the fake academia. Librarians are engaged in countering pathologies 
in science and in alerting scientists to them. They also act as advisors 
and experts on issues related to scientific publishing, copyright, and 
the preparation of research data. They prepare multi-faceted analyses. 
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Within the framework of the digital humanities, new library positions 
(with telling names) have been created, numerous examples of which 
can be found in American libraries (Materska, 2016, pp. 243–244): for 
example, digital librarian, database administrator, metadata specialist, 
data steward, UX designer (who is responsible for designing the way 
applications and websites are used).

From 11 to 16 July 2016, the international “Digital Humanities” confer-
ence, organised by the Alliance of Digital Humanities Organisations, took 
place in Krakow, Poland. This was the 28th edition of this conference, but 
for the first time it was held in Poland. The analysis of the papers and 
abstracts from this conference revealed the wide range of cooperation 
between librarians, information specialists, and humanists, thus indicating 
possible new forms of cooperation and new areas of activity in which 
libraries can be involved. These include expanding access to digital docu-
ments and metadata, improving the quality of digitised materials (e.g., 
by using OCR (Optical Character Recognition) to recognise texts from 
graphic files), ensuring the long-term archiving of digital works, creating 
specialist databases, assisting in the preparation of text corpora, improv-
ing the searchability of existing databases (e.g., catalogues) and applying 
technological solutions that create opportunities for processing the data 
they contain, creating ontologies and taxonomies, conducting training 
and workshops, and collaborating with digital humanities laboratories 
(Kamińska, 2017, pp.  175–180). Although academic libraries do most 
of the activities described above, they should become more actively 
involved not only in knowledge production but also in meeting the wider 
needs of humanists and in initiating new research areas in this field. It is 
also important for humanists themselves to be aware of the new services 
provided by libraries and to involve librarians in their projects.
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