
  An Online Peer Reviewed / Refereed Journal 
              Volume 3 | Issue 4 | April 2025 

ISSN: 2583-973X (Online) 
Website: www.theacademic.in 

 

                              Page | 937 

Exploring the Role of Music in Shaping Cultural Identity 

Sumanta Murmu 
Research Scholar, Department of Performing Arts (Music) 

Sona Devi University, Ghatsila, Jharkhand. 
E-mail- sumantamurmu316@gmail.com 

ARTICLE DETAILS  ABSTRACT 

Research Paper 

Accepted: 28-04-2025 

Published: 10-05-2025 

 
Music has been a significant medium of cultural expression, identity 

construction, and social integration for centuries. This research 

investigates the function of folk music in the construction and 

representation of cultural identity in different parts of India, with a 

special focus on how traditional music is involved in preserving local 

values, languages, and collective memory. Employing a qualitative, 

ethnographic approach, the study taps into rich qualitative interviews 

with indigenous musicians, cultural historians, and elder community 

members, combined with participant observation during festivals and 

meetings in culturally diverse areas like Rajasthan, Assam, Tamil 

Nadu, and Punjab. Thematic analysis of gathered data indicates that 

folk music is not only used as a tool for artistic expression but also 

serves as a storage house for oral traditions, intergenerational 

transmission, and an avenue for educational and political discourse. 

The studies point out the manner in which online platforms have 

empowered and also put at risk traditional music ways, opening them 

to new users but tending to water down cultural richness. Finally, the 

research proves that folk music is a strong and flexible force, which is 

at the heart of the building and sustenance of regional and national 

identities within India's plural society. 

Keywords: 

Folk Music, Cultural 

Identity, Ethnographic 

Research, Oral Traditions, 

Music and Social Change 

 

 

 

DOI : https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.15393779 

1. INTRODUCTION 
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Music is an international language, cutting across geographies, social boundaries, and time, that is both a 

mirror and molder of the cultural identity of people. Over time and civilization, it has been a dominant 

medium for communication, ritual, social bonding, and resistance. In India, where the regional diversity 

is so vast and every community is burdened with a distinct cultural ethos, music—particularly folk 

music—is centrally positioned in preserving customs and enhancing collective identity. Ranging from 

the rhythmic Bihu of Assam to devotional Baul of Bengal, from the poetic Lavani of Maharashtra to 

heroic Powadas of Marathas, each tradition encapsulates the collective past, values, beliefs, and 

experiences of the community. Music is not just a means of artistic expression but a living, breathing 

testimony of the individuals who create and perpetuate it. It bridges the past to the present, the local to 

the national, and the personal to the communal. 

1.1.Background of the Study 

India has a unique diversity of ethnic, linguistic, and cultural groups, with their own unique musical 

traditions that are an integral part of their identity. Folk music, in contrast to classical or commercial 

music, tends to originate at the grassroots—rooted in daily life, ritual, festival, and oral culture. It is 

produced by groups, for groups, and transmitted orally from generation to generation. But as there is 

greater globalisation, technological progress, and cultural convergence, these older music forms 

encounter unprecedented opportunities as well as threats to their existence. New technologies have 

facilitated greater reach for artists in the peripheries to large audiences, but the stress of modernization 

or commercialisation taints the originality and local contextual importance of the folk arts. Here, it is 

essential to know how music continues to influence cultural identity for not only academic research but 

also cultural conservation and policy-making. There is an increasing necessity to explore how regional 

communities in India negotiate identity, belonging, and continuity through their musical traditions in a 

fast-changing socio-cultural environment. 

1.2.Music as a Cultural Mirror and Medium of Identity 

Music has long been regarded as one of the most powerful articulations of human existence. Music 

expresses not just individual feelings and social conditions but also the wider cultural identity of a 

people or nation. As a mirror of culture, music reflects the values, beliefs, and collective memory of 

society. It attests to its people's joys, sorrow, struggles, and dreams. Music as a living archive of cultural 

history is made so by lyrics, rhythm, melody, and styles of performance. The melancholy songs of 

Rajasthani folk ballads narrate stories of sacrifice and courage, for example, while Bhakti and Sufi 
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devotional music reflects a deep spiritual awareness. Music thus functions as a conduit by which culture 

is recorded, conveyed, and brought back to life. 

Greater than a reflection, music actively forms and constructs cultural identity. Music creates a feeling 

of belonging and shared heritage that ties people to their community by means of recognizable 

soundscapes. In numerous cultures, musical rituals are a part of key life events—births, weddings, and 

funerals—that attest to the centrality of music in constructing social roles and reinforcing communal 

values. Especially in multiculturals such as India, where religion, language, and ethnicity can differ 

considerably within regions, music serves to separate out distinct cultural identities while 

simultaneously facilitating communication and connection between them. 

Music is of vital importance in intergenerational cultural transmission. Folk songs, usually transmitted 

orally and informally, transmit myths, farming techniques, history, and moral codes from older people to 

younger generations. In tribal regions and rural villages, where literacy levels are low, music is an 

important educational and socializing agent. It supports language maintenance, group solidarity, and 

respect for tradition. Therefore, music ceases to be merely an artwork but a cultural institution essential 

in maintaining identity across time. 

 

Figure 1: Traditional Rajasthani musicians performing at the World Sacred Spirit Festival, Jodhpur 
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As Illustrated in Figure 1: Traditional Rajasthani musicians performing during the World Sacred Spirit 

Festival, Jodhpur – a colourfully vibrant expression of India's deep-rooted folk traditions and 

intergenerational passage of cultural identity. 

Today, music is also a vehicle through which marginalized groups can express themselves and push 

back against cultural effacement. Whether it is the revival of Dalit music genres in Maharashtra, the 

increasing popularity of indigenous tribal music in Odisha and Jharkhand, or other forms of self-

expression, these communities are fighting back through song. The increase in digital media and music 

streaming platforms has also helped to give this process an added boost, enabling underrepresented 

groups to appeal to wider audiences without sacrificing cultural authenticity. 

1.3.Regional Diversity and Folk Traditions in India 

India is a cultural mosaic of languages, religions, traditions, and cultures—each area having its own 

distinct expression of identity in music. This vast diversity is rooted deeply in the folk traditions of the 

country, which are not only artistic expressions but also cultural manifestations of particular 

communities. Each Indian state, from the Himalayan hills of Himachal Pradesh to the seashores of 

Tamil Nadu, has its own unique musical forms that are embedded in local history, geography, way of 

life, and language. These forms are frequently associated with agrarian cycles, religious ceremonies, and 

social practices, and hence become a part of daily life. 

 

Figure 2: A Baul from Lalon Shah's shrine 
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Indian folk music is largely oral in character, transmitted from generation to generation without notation. 

It is highly variable in form, instrumentation, and thematic content from place to place. For example, 

West Bengal's Baul songs combine mysticism with philosophy and stress human contact with the divine. 

The Baul (Bengali: বাউল) are mystic minstrels of mixed strands of Sufism and Vaishnavism from 

across various regions of Bangladesh and the Indian states of West Bengal, Tripura and Barak Valley 

region of Assam and Meghalaya. 

Conversely, the Lavani of Maharashtra is rhythmic, expressive, and frequently accompanied by dance, 

commenting on themes of love, social problems, and authority. Likewise, the Bihu songs of Assam 

joyfully extol the youth, fertility, and harvest, while the Pandavani tradition of Chhattisgarh narrates 

Mahabharata epics with dramatic recital and musical accompaniment. These are not merely artistic 

traditions but also repositories of culture, preserving local dialects, ethics, myths, and customs. 

Folk music is also a core element in the maintenance of community identity. Music is a regular 

accompaniment to rituals such as weddings, childbirth ceremonies, and harvest celebrations in most 

rural communities, reiterating collective involvement and solidarity. It evokes a shared sense of 

community and cultural identity among community members, particularly during social or political 

unrest. Additionally, traditional songs are also sung in communal areas such as village squares or 

temples, supporting intergenerational learning and tradition. In parts of the country with demarcated 

tribal groups, e.g., Jharkhand, Odisha, and the Northeast, music frequently becomes combined with 

traditional governance systems, oral story-telling traditions, and ecologies. 

Despite globalization and modernization, most of India's folk traditions have survived—sometimes 

creatively adapting to new times. Some have been re-suscitated by state-sponsored cultural events, 

music tourism, and scholarly studies. Nevertheless, most remain threatened by urban migration, loss of 

traditional means of livelihoods, and the pre-eminence of popular mainstream music. Conservation is 

more important than ever to protect these living traditions, which continue to provide a glimpse into 

India's plural identity. 

1.4.Objectives of the Study 

The study aims to: 
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1. To examine the role of music—particularly folk music—in reflecting and preserving the cultural 

identity of different Indian communities. 

2. To investigate how regional musical traditions contribute to the continuity of local languages, 

oral histories, and traditional knowledge systems. 

3. To analyze the influence of music on community bonding, intergenerational transmission, and 

social identity formation. 

4. To explore the impact of modernization, commercialization, and digital platforms on the 

authenticity and survival of folk music. 

5. To assess the educational, spiritual, and political dimensions of music in shaping public 

consciousness and cultural resilience. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Liu et al. (2024) investigated the sociocultural function of folk music throughout different cultures 

around the world, highlighting the way in which music not only represents but actually constructs 

communal values, histories, and collective memory. Their research suggested that folk music serves as a 

living cultural archive, conserving language, ritual, and identity in the face of globalization. The authors 

contended that music is a bridge between generations, enabling traditional values to continue while at 

the same time evolving to suit contemporary contexts. This model can be applied directly to the Indian 

context, where regional folk music is a key medium for articulating local customs, myths, and socio-

political history. 

Mazlan et al. (2025) examined the role of music in cultural tourism, using bibliometric analysis and 

scoping review to illustrate how traditional music is used in the preservation and commodification of 

cultural identity. They emphasized how folk music tends to be used in tourism to validate cultural 

experiences while also supporting local traditions. Their work highlighted the double function of folk 

music—as both cultural artifact and economic development tool—which is extremely pertinent to 

India's rich folk traditions embedded in regional tourism circuits and festivals, especially in states such 

as Rajasthan, Assam, and West Bengal. 

Webster (2023) explored how music streaming sites affect the construction and performance of class 

identities, especially in digital and urban cultures. Using a sociological perspective, the research 

identified that music tastes, accessibility, and curation tools on sites such as Spotify or Gaana are 
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constructing contemporary understandings of taste and cultural fit. While concentrated on class 

differences in online spaces, the research's findings are important in recognizing how folk music is being 

reinterpreted by Indian youth through online spaces, potentially altering its historical meanings while 

presenting it to wider and more diverse audiences. 

Ferreira et al. (2021) discussed how public spaces like coffee houses function as cultural hubs that 

generate interaction, identity, and belonging in city life. Although indirectly concerned with music, the 

research offered a conceptual framework on the significance of physical sites—such as village 

courtyards, festival sites, and communal gatherings—for perpetuating music-based cultural practices. In 

the Indian setting, these are the spaces where folk music happens to flourish, usually performed live and 

transmitted orally. This points towards the importance of conserving not only musical content but also 

the socio-spatial contexts where cultural identity is actively performed. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

This study takes on a qualitative ethnographic approach in analyzing the extent to which music forms 

and symbolizes cultural identity within different areas of India with an emphasis placed upon how 

people's folk music works to facilitate traditional practice maintenance as well as traditional values 

conservation. The research will be a multi-sited one, focused on culturally plural areas like Rajasthan, 

West Bengal, Assam, Tamil Nadu, and Punjab, each recognized for their rich folk music cultures. Data 

gathering will be undertaken by conducting in-depth interviews among local musicians, cultural 

historians, and community elders, as well as participant observation during folk music festivals, 

concerts, and indigenous gatherings where traditional music is continuously practiced. Secondary data 

will be collected through literature, documentaries, archival recordings, and government publications on 

cultural heritage. The interviews and observations will be audio-visually recorded and transcribed to 

facilitate thematic analysis to discern repeated motifs, instruments, narratives, and rituals in musical 

traditions that carry cultural values and identity. The study will also investigate how folk music has been 

transmitted between generations and its resistance or adjustment to contemporary factors like 

globalization, urbanization, and new media. Ethical principles will comprise informed consent, cultural 

sensitivity, and respect for indigenous knowledge systems. Through the triangulation of data sources and 

an emphasis on contextualized, lived experiences, this method aims to deliver an in-depth analysis of 

how music operates not just as art form but as an indispensable medium of cultural continuity and 

identity formation within India's multifaceted regional contexts. 
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4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

The music of India is a vibrant mosaic of regional, linguistic, and ethnic traditions where music, and 

particularly folk music, is crucial in defining and maintaining cultural identity. Based on field 

observations, interviews with native musicians, and regional case studies, this research reveals how folk 

music not only expresses the values, struggles, and narratives of communities but also shapes the ways 

people and groups think about themselves culturally. The following discussion clusters the results 

around major themes that came out during analysis. 

4.1. Folk Music as a Repository of Cultural Memory 

Among the strongest cross-regional findings in India is that folk music serves as a carrier of cultural 

memory. In Rajasthan, valor songs (e.g., Pabuji ki Phach) retain oral histories of warrior mythology, 

whereas Bihu songs in Assam commemorate change of season and agricultural cycles. These musical 

forms embody generational knowledge, ethics, rituals, and even language that are not otherwise 

recorded. Folk music has therefore become instrumental in transmitting cultural values and common 

identity, especially in rural and tribal societies where there is limited written documentation. 

4.2.Role in Preserving Language and Oral Traditions 

Music plays a vital role in keeping regional dialects and endangered languages alive. For instance, Bhili 

and Gondi folk songs of middle India preserve languages that are underrepresented formally. In Tamil 

Nadu, the Villupattu (bow song) still recounts folk lore and religious epics in dialects dying out in 

everyday usage. By means of melody and repetition, these songs serve as teaching aids and cultural 

reference points. 

4.3. Social Identity and Community Bonding 

Folk music encourages feelings of belonging and social integration. The singing of songs during 

harvests, weddings, and village celebrations not only perpetuates custom but also legitimates individual 

identity among society. In Himachal Pradesh, for example, Jhoori songs sung in social events serve to 

consolidate social roles, courtship rituals, and regional values. Music is a participatory activity in which 

identity is being actively created and asserted. 
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4.4. Impact of Modernization and Digital Platforms 

The diffusion of digital media has posed challenges as well as opportunities to conventional music. 

Websites such as YouTube and Instagram have opened up opportunities for local artists to gain wider 

audiences, promoting revival in certain local cultures. Yet commercialization frequently results in folk 

traditions getting diluted or mixed to meet contemporary tastes. For example, Punjabi folk songs get 

remixed as Bollywood songs and lose most of their traditional content and significance. Table 1 shows 

how digitalization influences the preservation and transformation of folk music in chosen Indian states. 

Table 1: Impact of Digital Platforms on Folk Music in Selected States 

State Folk Genre Positive Impacts (via 

Digital Media) 

Challenges/Threats 

Punjab Tappa, Boli Increased reach and 

artist recognition 

Commercial dilution, loss of 

lyrical depth 

Rajasthan Maand, 

Bhajan 

Revival through folk 

festivals online 

Simplification for mass appeal 

Assam Bihu, Zikir Youth engagement 

through social media 

reels 

Reduction in traditional 

performance rituals 

Maharashtra Lavani Documentation and 

preservation in digital 

archives 

Objectification in modern 

media formats 

 

Table 1 draws attention to how digital platforms have affected folk music in different states of India, 

with both strengths and weaknesses. In Punjab, Tappa and Boli genres have become better known, 

though at the expense of lyrical complexity. Maand and Bhajan of Rajasthan have been rejuvenated 

through virtual festivals but risk simplification. In Assam, Bihu and Zikir reach younger consumers 

through social media but experience degrading of historic performance aspects. Maharashtra's Lavani is 

favored by digital archiving, though it is increasingly objectified on modern media. 
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4.5. Interplay Between Music and Religious/Cultural Identity 

Folk music tends to be deeply embedded in religious practice and cultural mythology. In West Bengal, 

for example, Baul songs are spiritual outpourings of faith and humanism based on Vaishnavism and Sufi 

thought. In Kashmir, Chakri music provides the platform for Sufi poetry and religious storytelling. Such 

music goes beyond entertainment to become instruments for spiritual identity-building and intercultural 

communication. 

4.6.Educational and Political Dimensions 

Folk music has also been employed as a vehicle of political resistance and social reform. Folk songs 

were employed to mobilize rural masses during India's independence struggle. Today, music still brings 

to the fore social issues like caste discrimination, gender roles, and environmental pollution. Table 2 

emphasizes instances where folk music has played an activist or didactic role in conditioning public 

opinion. 

Table 2: Educational and Political Use of Folk Music 

Region Folk Tradition Message Conveyed Impact 

Telangana Oggu Katha Anti-feudal narratives, 

caste equality 

Raised awareness 

during protests 

Tamil Nadu Therukoothu Gender justice and rural 

education 

Used by NGOs in social 

campaigns 

Northeast India Tribal protest music Environmental and 

indigenous rights 

Mobilized youth against 

deforestation 

Maharashtra Powada Heroic tales of resistance 

(e.g., Shivaji) 

Revived regional pride 

and identity 

 

Table 2 emphasizes how folk music throughout different regions in India has been employed 

strategically towards education and political activism. Telangana's Oggu Katha spread messages of anti-

feudal and caste equality in communicating messages related to protest movements. Therukoothu from 

Tamil Nadu has been used by NGOs to implement gender justice and rural schooling. Tribal protest 

songs have engaged Northeast Indian youth for environmental and indigenous rights movements. 
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Concurrently, Maharashtra's Powada has rejuvenated local pride through celebration of historical figures 

of resistance such as Shivaji. Together, these traditions illustrate the strength of folk music as an 

awareness, activism, and identity-building instrument. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This research confirms that folk music is an essential part of shaping, maintaining, and passing on 

cultural identity throughout India's varied regions. Using a qualitative, ethnographic methodology of 

interviews, observations, and secondary sources, the research identifies that folk music serves not only 

as an art form but as a living archive of language, memory, values, and resistance. Whether protecting 

threatened dialects, promoting community identity, or becoming a platform for political and educational 

activism, traditional music remains a strong medium by which cultural identities are defined and 

negotiated. In spite of the demands of modernization and digitalization, these traditions evolve and 

continue to thrive, testifying to the strength and vitality of India's cultural heritage. This highlights 

music's persistent salience not only in mirroring but in actually constructing shared identity, in line with 

the very central purpose and title of the research. 
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