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Modern Hebrew verb stems, similarly to those in other Semitic languages, are 

templatic, subject to specific vocalic patterns (binyanim). Greenberg (1950) observes that 

there are no verbs in Arabic in which the first two stem consonants are identical (e.g. didem), 

and more generally, homorganic consonants tend not to co-occur within the same 

stem.
1
 McCarthy (1979, 1986) claims that the stem consonants and the vocalic pattern are 

independent morphological units, which appear on different tiers. Since the stem consonants 

are adjacent on their tier, the OCP constraint (which prohibits the co-occurrence of adjacent 

similar elements, Leben 1973) demands that the first two consonants not be similar 

(McCarthy 1988, 1994). By analyzing Arabic stem consonants, Frisch et al. (2004) suggest 

that OCP (and specifically OCP-place) should be a gradient constraint, based on the similarity 

degree between two segments. This hypothesis has also been studied empirically. For 

instance, using different lexical decision tasks involving written nonce-verbs, Berent and 

colleagues show that Hebrew speaking subjects are sensitive to the OCP effect in the stem 

consonants (Berent and Shimron 1997; Berent, Everett and Shimron 2001, Berent, Shimron 

and Vaknin 2001, Berent, Marcus, Shimron and Gafos 2002, Berent, Vaknin and Marcus 

2007). 

This paper describes an experimental study testing Frisch et al.'s (2004) proposal. A 

lexical decision experiment was carried out on 33 native Hebrew speakers, in which the 

subjects listened to different verbs and nonce-verbs and were asked to determine whether the 

verb was an existing Hebrew verb. The experiment aims to check whether the subjects are 

sensitive to the OCP constraint in general, and whether the constraint is gradient with respect 

to articulatory features. 

The results show that the subjects are sensitive to the OCP-place constraint. A paired 

t-test reveals The reaction time (hereinafter: RT) of the non-homorganic C1C2 was 

significantly greater than the RT for the homorganic C1C2 (t(34)=5.99, p<0.0001), as can be 

seen in figure (1). Thus, the subjects needed more time to decide that the non-homorganic 

C1C2 verbs are not part of their lexicon. When C1 and C2 are homorganic, the gap in the 

lexicon is systematic and predicted due to the OCP-place constraint. Thus, the OCP-place 

provides the subjects with a cue that these verbs are nonce-verbs, and the RT is shorter. 

 
Figure 1: Mean RT: homorganic\non-homorganic C1-C2 

However, a Repeated Measures ANOVA test reveals that the differences among the 

groups which violate the OCP to different degrees are not significant (F(3,128)=0.61, 

                                                      
1 apart from the pairs of identical consonants in C2 and C3 

tel:%282004
tel:2001
tel:2001
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tel:2007


p=0.61), as can be seen in figure (2). It seems that sharing the place feature, i.e. homorganic 

C1 and C2, is a sufficient condition for the subject to determine quickly that the verb is a 

nonce-verb. This is compatible with McCarthy's claim (1988, 1994) that the shared place of 

C1 and C2 causes OCP-place violation in Semitic stems. 

 
Figure 2: Mean RT by condition 
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