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Introduction 

First let me say that this work has been done jointly with Mark Sicoli.  

It has been our observation that creaky voice pervades the phonation style repertoire of 

American youth, and especially of American women. We set out to clarify where the 

pattern exists and what it comes to mean. 

To gather examples of the phenomenon one need go no further than NPR’s 

Morning Edition, where I often hear female reporters using creaky voice. A classic 

example taped from the PBS news show The News Hour with Jim Lehrer shows a female 

assistant professor of anthropology speaking – and creaking – about genetics1. 

Play Video of DNA segment 

The creak in this young woman’s voice stands out, but creak is a normal part of every 

speaker’s phonational repertoire in American English. Creaky voice is the irregular, non-

periodic vibration of vocal chords that routinely accompanies the final syllables of 

declarative clauses. This has been referred to in the literature as laryngealization, vocal 

fry, or creaky voice.  

Creaked phonation is undoubtedly important to the signaling of thematic and turn-taking 

structure. The phenomenon under investigation here, however, extends this basic pattern 

forward in the utterance so that several of the phrase-ending words – or indeed entire 

phrases – may be realized with creaky phonation. Indeed some speakers (in some 

sociolinguistic contexts) may be heard to speak almost entirely in creaky voice, as is the 

case for speaker KS in the following excerpt: 

                                                           
1 The geneticist is assistant professor of physical anthropology Deborah Bolnick. She appeared on the 20 
July 2006 broadcast of The News Hour.  
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Play Example 2 

Example 22 
SA: Alright, uva honor code, 

KS: I mean-- I think the honor code is a good idea in theory? but I think it’s 
absolutely not practiced by students, and I think that so many people take 
advantage of it, but that’s just my personal experience? I don’t know what you 
guys think? 

KM: Yea, I’d agree with that, and I also, um, …  
(Elicitation 04: 02:19+) 

Like prosodic and intonational phenomena generally, this linguistic practice is at one and 

the same time hardly noticed and extremely salient. People rarely remark upon it, but 

they recognize the phenomenon once it’s pointed out. Articulating what it means, 

however, can challenge both “native” and linguist alike.  

Methodology 

Read the slide. 

Findings 
This paper treats creaky voice as a linguistic sign that functions at three different 

levels: it is an automatic aspect of the phonetic realization of spoken utterances; it is a 

conversationally-relevant marker of particular discourse ideas, such as ‘seriousness’, 

‘authority’, and ‘detachment’; and it can be a part of a contextual style the meaning of 

which derives from the repetition and exaggeration of a sign that has specific discourse 

function and meaning3.  

An initial observation is that some speakers in our corpus creak so extensively 

that they are heard to do so all the time, and creak comes to be heard as an aspect of their 

own personal voice quality. Other speakers do not extend their creak beyond the basic 

pattern of phrase-final laryngealization. Few of the male speakers in our corpus creaked 

extensively.  

                                                           
2 Transcription conventions in this paper include the shading of creaked portions of utterances in grey; 
yellow shading identifies a shift upwards in pitch register. 
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A second initial observation is that, in many of the elicitation sessions, one 

speaker, and usually what one might call the conversation’s dominant speaker, creaked 

extensively—but in none of the sessions did all speakers employ the extended creaky 

voice pattern. Creaky voice—as a style—thus appears to have relational meaning; 

speakers take it up (or not) in their interactional negotiations of identity within the 

context of speech. 

Finally, the contextual shift from less- to more-formal that occurred in principle when the 

researchers returned to the elicitation room and joined the conversation seems to correlate 

with a decreased occurrence of creaky voice.  

Creaky phonation is first and foremost a lowering of pitch and intensity. Among 

other effects, it therefore makes women’s voices lower-pitched, suggesting an indexical 

relation to male voices—and therefore maleness. Since creaky phonation is also 

associated with the ends of phrases or turns, it potentially indexes ‘finality’. Moreover, 

creaky phonation corresponds to a leveling of the pitch contour—the semiotic opposite of 

engaged, lively speech4.  

We believe, however, that the creaky phonation in the speech of female college 

students in our elicited corpus is more specifically (and perhaps more saliently) 

associated with the marking of abstract speaker voice. We argue that speakers’ 

manipulation of their phonation type positions them—and thereby negotiates that 

positionality—with respect to their authority on the topic of conversation. Such 

authority—constructed relative to the authorities interlocutors claim—involves a complex 

negotiation, effected in part through the multiplicity of discursively constructed speaker 

voices available to actual speakers. Creak, we argue, helps interlocutors claim to be 

                                                                                                                                                                             
3 I am drawing here on the work of Greg Urban (1985) on the semiotics of speech styles. 
4 In this regard it is interesting to note Podesva’s (2007) work on falsetto phonation, in which he associates 
the use of falsetto with speaker expressiveness, but in which he also points to the key role played by the 
same speaker’s alternation of very high-pitched falsetto with the markedly low- (and level-) pitched creaky 
voice, which also occurs in his data. It is thus reasonable to interpret Podesva’s data as also showing the 
role of pitch range (rather than falsetto per se) in constructing the social quality of speaker’s (affective) 
expressiveness. 
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provisionally authoritative on a topic, while simultaneously distancing themselves from 

responsibility for that authority5.   

Speakers of American English routinely vary their voice qualities to mark distinct 

voices. For example, in Example 3, below, the speaker, SA, represents the voice of her 

friends through a marked register shift upward in pitch (highlighted in red):  

Play Clip 3 

Example 3  
SA: I have such a variety of friends, like the ones that-- came from their high 

schools, like top of their class, they’re like ‘No, I would never do that,’ but, then 
like, you have, people that just don’t really care,  
(Elicitation 04: 05:27+) 

The reported speech of SA’s friend(s) is double-voiced, in Bakhtinian terms. 

Interestingly, creaky voice occurs alongside the raised register—specifically when the 

speaker quotes herself. The creak first appears when SA disparagingly characterizes some 

friends as coming from prestigious high schools. The creak recurs when SA 

characterizes—again disparagingly—other friends as not caring about honor. In both 

cases, it would seem, SA is representing these evaluations as her own, but as quotations 

of herself. 

To contextualize this speech data a bit, it is worth pointing out that a lot is at stake 

in these discussions. The honor code is a common topic of discussion, but it is also one 

fraught with danger. A quick indication of this tension can be seen in the fact that two of 

our elicitation sessions begin with students articulating embarrassment at the task. For 

example, the segment presented earlier as Example 2 comes immediately after the 

researcher left the room; the first utterance in this focus group discussion is SA’s richly 

sarcastic, “Alright, uva honor code.”  

                                                           
5 Our claim here might be stated as speakers claiming authority while refusing to (fully) perform that 
authority (in the sense of Hymes 1981). In his landmark essay, “Breakthrough into Performance,” Hymes 
describes full performance (of narrative) as the speaker’s acceptance of responsibility to an audience for 
virtuosity in narration. Here speakers are claiming authority (by explicitly stating their opinions), but they 
are hedging their responsibility for the positions by using creaky phonation (instead of, for example, the 
assertive intonation (H* peaks followed by L-L% finality) traditionally associated with simple declarative 
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Example 1a 
SA: Alright, uva honor code, 

KS: I mean-- I think the honor code is a good idea in theory? but I think it’s 
(Elicitation 04: 02:19) 

In this context, subsequent discussions of the honor code must be hedged in some ways 

as a matter of face negotiation among otherwise cool students. 

Creaky voice co-occurs with the displacement of the speaker’s own voice. This happens 

through various claims on discursive and interactional authority, as can be seen in an 

exchange that occurred near the beginning of an elicitation session involving four women 

speakers, of whom three are graduate students. Only one of the three graduate students, 

identified as #3 on the transcript, admits knowing anything about the honor code and its 

various controversies6. Interestingly, Speaker #3 and Speaker #2 (the lone undergraduate 

in the group) exchange positions in terms of authoritative stance (i.e., claims to 

knowledge on the topic) through the course of this short segment, and this switch is 

marked by creaky phonation. At the outset of this segment, Speaker #3 claims knowledge 

of the details of the UVa honor code, and in presenting this information she extends her 

phrase-final creak.  

Toward the end of the segment, however, Speaker #2, the lone undergraduate student in 

the group, takes the floor, explains how writing a bad check can be considered a violation 

of the university’s honor code, and begins to creak extensively. Several of Speaker #2’s 

earlier turns-at-talk contained no creaky phonation, but once she begins to assert her 

knowledge about the issue she is heard to creak considerably.  

                                                                                                                                                                             

utterances. The prosodic hedge is similar to the embedding of an evaluation in implicature, in which a key 
deniability is crucially maintained. 
6 The honor code is a hot topic among undergraduates, but is not as frequently discussed by graduate 
students. 
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Play Clip 5 

Example 5  
3: So, I was involved in that, but I mean the only thing that I really know about it is 

the single sanction thing, like people being, so passionate about it. 

4: I don't know [what that is].  

1: [What's that?] 

3: It's the only thing that really distinguishes, UVA's honor code from, every other 
place’s honor code. So like, um, and correct—  ↑ Do you know, about single 
sanction?  

2:  little bit. A little bit ((laughter))  

3: Yeah it's like if I: You know so its— I maliciously stea:l, like, <2>’s pencil:, 
and, you know she’s like n she was being malicious, you know, whatever it 
doesn't even matter the intent, if she:, brings it up as a charge:,  

1: ahu,   

3:  to the honor council, then, that, kind of like gets the same, penalty as:, 

2:  I/  

1:  ^something else I think or [something 

2: I thi/ I think that IS how it works 

3:  I mean it's, it's, it's a little bit 

4: so: like students can:, like bring other students up on, [charges   

2: [you can usually can too, right?  

3:  yes  

2:  yeah. 

3:  yeah that's true and that's,  

4: OK.  

3: and I don't know if [that's something  

2:  [like if you write a bad check, was I think the example they gave us,  

1:  [Really:   

2: [theoretically they could, charge you with an honor violation, cuz it’s lying 
cheating or stealing, everything else is (student code) conduct, so that would be: 
lying, I guess, (if you) purposely write a bad check, … 
(Elicitation 07: 03:27–4:45) 

Finally, a dramatic example of alternation of creaky with modal voice 

corresponding to utterances quoting and presenting one’s own thoughts, respectively, 

comes from a stretch of conversation in which two students, KS and SA, are expressing 

diametrically opposed views of the relationship between personal values and honor at the 

university. Creaky voice is strikingly absent in the middle of this segment, when SA 

narrates an engaging joke about her sister’s take on wealth among UVa students. This 
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absence is especially striking because creak is massively present at the beginning and 

end.  

At the outset KS authoritatively suggests one particular position: that the Virginia 

campus is relatively crime-free because of the cultural upbringing of its dominant 

members. SA, who has been an active participant in the discussion, but whose knowledge 

(of honor code) and authority has been subordinated to that of KS, contests this 

interpretation—but she does so indirectly, by telling an engaging narrative and an 

embedded joke. The joke cleverly turns on its head KS’ self-satisfied expression of 

cultural worth by humorously suggesting that class differences account for crime 

differences on two American campuses. When SA gets around to directly stating her 

opinion (that stealing isn’t a problem at UVa, as it is at some other American schools, 

because students come from moneyed families), she creaks it.  

Play Clip 5 

Example 5  
MS: It’s meant to be? Do you think it affects like crime on campus then? 

KS: I don’t think crime on campus—is affected by the honor code at all, I think 
people just don’t steal because like, 

KM: It’s not right? 

KS: Yea, they just like know that,  

Ms () 

KS: and it—I guess it does directly benefit you, but I feel like people (.) will be 
more— like relaxed, on (.) cheating than they would on cheating than they 
would on stealing someone’s laptop?  

Ms Right, 

KS: And I just think people don’t steal because they—a lot of people here come from 
like good backgrounds and have been taught not to steal and have like lots of 
things and don’t really need to,  

SA: yea, 

PK: It still happens, [] 

SA: (I was talking to) my sister, actually, and (.) I was like, “Yea,” she—she was 
talking about how crime is so bad in Columbus? And she’s like, “Yea, I like—
uh—you can’t (.) like leave anything around,” and I was like ‘at UVA if I 
dropped a 20 on the ground, I bet I’d come out the next day and it’d still be 
there,’ and she’s like all the people would be like, “only a 20”? 

((laughter)) 
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SA: She’s like ‘Hell, if I dropped a penny I—it wouldn’t be there in like the next 
minute,’  

((laughter)) 

SA: I don’t know if it—I don’t know, I guess not everyone’s wealthy at uva, but a 
majority are, and I think that’s a lot of the reason why there’s not a lot of 
stealing?  

PK: but a lot of ipods get stolen [] 

SA: Mine did, yea, mine—well—stolen or, whatever I did with it, 

((laughter)) 
(Elicitation 04: ~ 25:00+/-) 

The end of this segment is particularly interesting. PK, a student from Turkey, 

points out an inconsistency in SA’s account, namely that students DO perceive a problem 

with the theft of ipods. This comment leads SA to admit (provisionally) that her own ipod 

had been stolen. But SA then self-effacingly suggests—and thereby cleverly rehabilitates 

her prior argument—that she lost it, rather than having it stolen. SA’s suggestion that she 

was herself culpable in the loss of the ipod is heavily creaked. This utterance is rich in 

multiple voicing. Listeners recognize a complex lamination (cf. Goffman 1974) of 

voicings, including an explicit statement, a self-quotation, and an ironic meta-statement. 

Discussion 

The question remains what it means when women—including the highly professional 

genetics professor from the University of Texas—adopt the creaky phonation style that 

has been demonstrated here. Our research suggests that despite the potential indexicalities 

of maleness, seriousness, and non-emotionality (among others) that are present in the 

semiotic form (of low and level pitch), creaky phonation remains a dis-empowering 

feature of American speech, further embedding agentive evaluation in layers of formal 

disavowal. 
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