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 One of the most challenging tasks facing linguists who study the relationship between 
sexual orientation and the voice is the synthesis of the diverse and often contradictory findings 
reached by studies in this area. Recently, several scholars have followed up on Zwicky’s (1997) 
proposal that there may in fact be multiple speaking styles that are perceived as equally gay-
sounding by listeners (Gordon 2008; Zimman 2010, forthcoming). Not only does this possibility 
provide a means for reconciling conflicting empirical results, but it also illuminates the 
relationship between sociolinguistic perception and social ideologies about gender and sexuality. 
As Zwicky pointed out, members of a society that strictly regulates the expression of 
masculinity, and that furthermore equates gender non-normativity with homosexuality, are likely 
to interpret any deviation from hegemonic masculinity as “gay” (cf. Pascoe 2007).  
 I begin this paper with a review of the varied conclusions reached by scholars of gay-
sounding voices, which I argue is predictable in light of the natural diversity among speakers. I 
then discuss my own research with a group of 15 men, including 5 female-to-male transsexuals, 
whose sexual orientation was rated by naïve listeners on the basis of read speech and whose 
voices offer further evidence of the phonetic variability that exists among men perceived as gay-
sounding. Importantly, these data also indicate that the voices of the straight-sounding men in my 
study were more homogenous than the gay-sounding speakers both in terms of listeners’ 
perceptions and in terms of several acoustic properties of speakers’ voices, such as the 
frequencies present in /s/. On this basis I argue that it is of great benefit to the study of gay-
sounding voices to turn this literature’s canonical research question on its head by asking not 
what makes a voice sound gay, but instead what makes a voice sound straight.  
  


