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BREATHY VOICE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Phonetics, Speech-Language Pathology, Linguistics

1. Core Definition

The breathy voice, also scientifically referred to as murmur or aspiration, is a specific type of

phonation characterized by an audible turbulent airflow accompanying the vocal tone. This distinct

voice quality arises from the incomplete closure of the glottis during the phonatory cycle. While the

vocal folds vibrate normally, allowing for the generation of fundamental frequency and harmonics,

the persistent gap permits air to continuously leak, creating a weak, hazy, or aspirate quality that

overlays the voice itself.

This phenomenon is distinct from whispering, where the vocal folds are held apart and do not

vibrate, and modal (normal) voice, where the glottis closes tightly and completely to create

maximal energy transfer and acoustic pressure pulses. The degree of perceived breathiness is

directly proportional to the volume of air escaping through the glottal chink during the vibratory

phase, making it a critical metric in both clinical voice assessment and descriptive phonetics.

2. Physiological Mechanism of Phonation

The production of breathy voice is rooted in the specific biomechanics of laryngeal muscle action.

During modal phonation, the adduction (coming together) of the vocal folds is complete, leading to

a momentary cessation of airflow, which is essential for creating strong acoustic power. In breathy

phonation, however, the adductory forces are insufficient or improperly coordinated, typically

leaving a gap in the posterior cartilaginous portion of the glottis--known as a posterior glottal chink.

The resulting configuration means that while the anterior membranous portion of the vocal folds

may vibrate, the posterior portion remains separated. This permits a constant escape of air,

leading to wasted breath and the characteristic turbulent noise. The vocal cords vibrate at a lower

amplitude and are damped by the continuous airflow, reducing the overall efficiency and projection

of the voice. The underlying physiological cause can range from habitual speaking patterns to

specific structural or neurological impairments of the laryngeal musculature.

3. Acoustic and Perceptual Characteristics

Acoustically, breathy voice presents several measurable features that distinguish it from other

phonation types. On a spectrographic analysis, the most defining characteristic is the presence of

high-frequency noise energy distributed across the spectrum, reflecting the turbulent airflow. This

noise component is often strongest above 1000 Hz.
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Furthermore, breathiness impacts the structure of the voice harmonics. Compared to modal voice,

breathy voices typically exhibit a steeper spectral slope, meaning there is relatively less energy in

the higher harmonics compared to the fundamental frequency (F0). A common acoustic metric

used to quantify this is the H1-H2 difference (the difference in amplitude between the first and

second harmonics); in breathy voice, H1 is often significantly higher than H2, indicating that the

vocal folds closed briefly or not fully, resulting in a less defined periodic waveform. Perceptually,

this combination of turbulent noise and reduced harmonic power leads to the sensation of a weak,

airy, or muffled vocal quality.

4. Associated Conditions and Terminology

While a mild degree of breathiness can occur functionally or idiomatically in everyday speech,

pronounced breathy voice is often symptomatic of a voice disorder, known broadly as dysphonia.

The source material notes that a breathy voice can be associated with phonasthenia, a clinical

term for vocal fatigue or weakness stemming from insufficient muscular effort or coordination. In

such cases, the reduced muscular efficiency prevents the full adduction required for tight glottal

closure.

Pathological causes of breathiness are numerous and typically involve structural abnormalities or

neurological deficits affecting laryngeal movement. Common causes include unilateral or bilateral

vocal fold paralysis (where one or both cords fail to move fully), benign lesions such as nodules or

polyps that impede closure, or atrophy of the vocal muscles. Clinical assessment relies heavily on

perceptual scales, such as the GRBAS scale, where the 'B' stands specifically for breathiness,

allowing clinicians to grade the severity of the voice quality deviation.

5. Significance in Linguistics and Communication

In the field of linguistics, breathy voice is recognized as a specific phonation type that can carry

both phonemic (meaning-distinguishing) and pragmatic (social or affective) information. While

languages like English use breathiness primarily as an allophonic variation (e.g., the aspiration

following voiceless stops like /p/, /t/, /k/), many South Asian languages, including Hindi and

Marathi, employ breathiness contrastively.

In these languages, breathy voiced stops (often termed 'murmured stops,' e.g., /b?/, /d?/)

contrast with both plain voiced stops and voiceless aspirated stops, making the distinction crucial

for word meaning. From a sociolinguistic perspective, temporary or habitual breathiness can

convey personality traits or emotional states, such as vulnerability, intimacy, shyness, or even

strategic persuasion, demonstrating its profound role in human communication beyond basic

sound production.
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Further Reading

Phonation (Vocal Folds and Voice Production)

Breathy Voice in Phonetics and Linguistics

Dysphonia and Clinical Voice Disorders
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