SEMANTIC SEARCH IN JSTOR

JSTOR now offers an Al powered Semantic Search option in addition to the traditional
Keyword Search option. As of 7/22/25, Semantic Search is still in the beta stage of
development. To see and use the Semantic Search option, you must go to the JSTOR
website and sign-in with your personal (free) JSTOR account.

Below we contrast Keyword and Semantic options. We will look for scholarly sources that
discuss how US presidents use religious language in their speeches.

Keyword Search

Figure 1 shows a traditional keyword search statement that uses operators. We use quotes
to match the phrase “religious language,” and we use the logical operator AND to combine
terms. So we have this: << presidents AND “religious language” AND speeches >>.
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Figure 1

Our search yields 263 items. The first item seems to be relevant. Note the “263 results”
label is followed by a button for “Keyword results” and another button for “Semantic
results.” The red arrow points to Keyword, and Keyword is selected.

What happens if we continue with the Keyword option but use a natural language sentence
to express what we want? We ask for this:
<<How do presidents use religious language in their speeches? >>



Since there are no explicit operators, JSTOR supplies the default operator AND. It searches
the full-text and lists over 21 thousand articles that have these search terms somewhere in
the text. It ranks by relevance. The first item does not seem helpful (but the second is). This
is not the best way to use Keyword searching. See Figure 2.
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Semantic Search

The search in Figure 3 is identical to the search in Figure 2 except the “Semantic results”
button is selected. We have activated the new Al option. During beta testing, semantic
search always lists the top 25 results. The first item seems to be very relevant.
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If you compare the search results in Figure 1 (where the search statement uses operators)
with the search results in Figure 3 (where the search statement uses natural language and
Al processing), then you see both searches produce reasonably helpful results for this
example topic. But the semantic search option is easier to use. It resembles a search in
Google, for example.

At present the JSTOR Semantic results option is powered by “All-MiniLM-L6-v2.” That is a
low-cost open-source Al product. We expect JSTOR to progress to more advanced
products. But already Semantic Search is useful.

See our document “Using Semantic Search” for a brief explanation of how semantic search
works and how to build on its strengths and deal with its weaknesses. Yes, it does have
weaknesses!!!



