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Abstract 

This study explores how folk music traditions serve as powerful expressions of cultural identity, 

focusing on Indian examples such as the Baul of Bengal and the Bihu of Assam. Folk music, 

deeply rooted in community life, encapsulates the values, beliefs, and emotions of people while 

preserving their historical and spiritual consciousness. Through lyrical narratives, rhythmic 

patterns, and symbolic performances, these traditions transmit cultural memory across generations, 

reinforcing a shared sense of belonging. The research highlights that folk music is not static; it 

evolves through adaptation and innovation, responding to social, political, and technological 

changes. Despite the influences of modernization and globalization, these musical forms continue 

to sustain their authenticity and relevance, acting as living cultural heritage. By examining both 

regional diversity and universal themes, the study emphasizes how folk music becomes a medium 

for resilience, identity negotiation, and cultural continuity. Ultimately, it underscores the enduring 

role of folk traditions in shaping the collective consciousness of communities and in maintaining 

the intricate link between art, society, and identity in the contemporary world. 
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Introduction 

Folk music has long served as one of the most authentic reflections of cultural identity, embodying 

the values, emotions, histories, and collective experiences of communities across generations. It is 

more than a mere form of artistic expression—it is a living record of human civilization, shaped 

by social structures, geography, language, rituals, and beliefs. Unlike commercial or classical 

music, folk music arises organically within communities, often passed down orally through 
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generations, serving as a powerful medium to preserve tradition and narrate the collective memory 

of a people. It articulates the rhythm of daily life—birth, work, love, struggle, festivals, and 

death—intertwining music with the moral and social fabric of a community. Through songs and 

melodies, folk traditions act as vessels of cultural heritage, retaining the essence of a people’s 

identity in the face of historical change, migration, and modernization. Each region’s folk 

tradition—be it the Baul singers of Bengal, the Celtic ballads of Ireland, or the blues of African 

American culture—carries unique narratives that convey communal philosophies and shared 

emotions. These musical expressions are shaped by local instruments, dialects, and storytelling 

techniques, enabling them to reflect the diversity of human experience. Moreover, folk music 

functions as a social glue—bringing people together in celebrations, rituals, and communal 

gatherings—thereby reinforcing collective belonging and continuity. 

In the contemporary era of globalization and digital interconnectedness, folk music continues to 

play an essential role in preserving and redefining cultural identity. As modern societies grapple 

with cultural homogenization, the resurgence and preservation of folk traditions have become acts 

of resistance against cultural erosion. Many communities consciously revive their folk music not 

merely as nostalgic art but as a symbol of identity politics and cultural pride. Folk musicians today 

reinterpret traditional songs to address modern issues such as migration, inequality, and 

environmental change, bridging the gap between the past and the present. This ongoing evolution 

shows that folk music is not static—it adapts and recontextualizes itself to mirror societal 

transformation while remaining rooted in its cultural ethos. Additionally, the global recognition of 

folk genres through world music festivals, digital platforms, and ethnomusicological research has 

given marginalized voices and regional cultures a new platform to assert their identity. Thus, folk 

music stands as a dynamic dialogue between tradition and modernity, between the local and the 

global. It continues to affirm that cultural identity is not confined to history but is continuously 

reconstructed through shared artistic and emotional expression. Folk music, therefore, remains an 

enduring and vital force in sustaining cultural diversity and collective human heritage. 
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Definition and Scope of Folk Music 

Folk music can be defined as the traditional and communal form of musical expression that 

originates organically within a particular community or culture, often transmitted orally from 

generation to generation. It embodies the everyday life experiences, emotions, beliefs, and values 

of ordinary people rather than professional musicians. The defining characteristics of folk music 

include its simplicity, regional variation, and its connection to rituals, customs, and local dialects. 

Folk songs often serve social purposes—such as storytelling, religious ceremonies, work songs, or 

festivals—making them deeply integrated with the social fabric of a community. The scope of folk 

music extends beyond mere artistic entertainment; it functions as a living archive of cultural 

history, preserving collective memory, language, and identity. Each performance or song variation 

represents an evolving tradition rather than a fixed composition. In the academic sense, the study 

of folk music encompasses ethnomusicology, cultural anthropology, and history, seeking to 

understand how music both shapes and reflects social identity. With the growth of media and 

recording technologies, the boundaries of folk music have expanded to include fusion genres and 

urban reinterpretations, showing its adaptability to modern contexts. Thus, the scope of folk music 

is vast—it serves as a cultural bridge between the past and the present, between local traditions 

and global platforms, while retaining its essential purpose: to express the collective spirit and lived 

experiences of a people. 

Concept of Cultural Identity and Its Expression Through Music 

Cultural identity refers to the sense of belonging and self-recognition that individuals or groups 

derive from shared traditions, language, values, and heritage. It defines how people perceive 

themselves within a larger cultural framework and how they express that belonging through 

various artistic, social, and symbolic forms. Music, in particular, acts as one of the most profound 

expressions of cultural identity because it encapsulates a community’s emotional, historical, and 

philosophical dimensions. Through melody, rhythm, lyrics, and performance practices, music 

reflects the collective consciousness of a people—conveying their struggles, aspirations, and 

worldview. Folk music, in this context, becomes a medium through which communities assert and 

reaffirm their identity, especially in times of social or political transformation. For example, 
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indigenous and regional groups often use traditional songs to resist cultural assimilation or to 

revive endangered languages and customs. Musical instruments, tonal systems, and performance 

rituals also signify unique cultural markers that distinguish one group from another. In modern 

contexts, the blending of traditional and contemporary elements in folk music demonstrates how 

cultural identity is dynamic and continually negotiated. Thus, the expression of cultural identity 

through music transcends entertainment; it becomes a symbolic language through which people 

communicate their sense of belonging, continuity, and difference within a diverse global 

community. 

Importance of Studying Folk Traditions in a Globalized World 

In today’s globalized world, the study of folk traditions holds immense cultural, academic, and 

social importance. Globalization has brought nations and cultures closer, but it has also led to the 

homogenization of cultural expressions and the erosion of local traditions. Studying folk music 

allows societies to preserve and document their intangible cultural heritage, ensuring that the 

voices, stories, and values of past generations continue to inspire future ones. It promotes 

intercultural understanding by highlighting the diversity and commonality of human experience 

across regions and ethnicities. In a time when global communication often favors dominant 

cultures, folk traditions serve as vital counter-narratives that uphold cultural plurality and 

authenticity. Moreover, research in folk traditions contributes to broader academic fields such as 

ethnomusicology, sociology, and history, offering insights into migration patterns, linguistic 

evolution, and social transformation. On a societal level, the revival and preservation of folk music 

can strengthen community cohesion and foster pride in cultural identity, particularly among 

younger generations. Contemporary musicians and cultural activists increasingly draw on folk 

traditions to create new forms of expression that connect the local with the global. Thus, studying 

folk music in a globalized context is not merely about preserving the past—it is about 

understanding humanity’s creative resilience and sustaining cultural diversity in an interconnected 

world. 
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Objectives 

1. To study how folk music preserves and expresses cultural identity. 

2. To examine the impact of globalization on folk music traditions. 

3. To highlight the importance of studying folk traditions for cultural sustainability and 

diversity. 

Research Questions 

1. How does folk music reflect and maintain cultural identity? 

2. What are the effects of globalization on traditional folk music practices? 

3. Why is it important to preserve and study folk traditions in the modern world? 

Theoretical Framework 

The study of folk music and cultural identity draws upon multiple theoretical foundations, 

primarily rooted in cultural theory and ethnomusicology. From a cultural theoretical perspective, 

folk music functions as a symbolic system that communicates shared meanings, values, and 

collective memory within a community. Ethnomusicology, as the study of music in its cultural and 

social contexts, provides a framework to understand how musical practices reflect social 

structures, rituals, and modes of life. It views folk music not as a static artifact but as a dynamic 

process that evolves with changing cultural realities. Within this perspective, the interplay between 

music and identity is crucial—folk songs, instruments, and performance traditions serve as 

embodiments of cultural expression that bridge the past with the present. By analyzing these 

practices through ethnomusicological lenses, researchers can uncover how communities negotiate 

continuity and change in their musical traditions, revealing the deeper relationship between sound, 

meaning, and belonging. 

Identity formation theories, as discussed by Stuart Hall, Pierre Bourdieu, and Benedict Anderson, 

further enrich this framework. Hall emphasizes identity as a constantly evolving process shaped 

by cultural representation and discourse, suggesting that folk music acts as a site of identity 
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negotiation. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus explains how musical preferences and practices reflect 

social position and collective habit, while Anderson’s idea of “imagined communities” highlights 

how shared cultural symbols like folk songs foster a sense of unity among people who may never 

meet. Complementing these are concepts of tradition, authenticity, and cultural preservation, 

which explore how societies maintain the integrity of folk forms amid modernization. The 

interdisciplinary fusion of sociology, anthropology, and musicology deepens this analysis—

sociology examines music’s role in social cohesion, anthropology studies its ritualistic and 

symbolic meanings, and musicology focuses on its structural and aesthetic elements. Together, 

these perspectives create a holistic theoretical lens for understanding how folk music sustains and 

reshapes cultural identity across time and space. 

Literature Review  

Literature Review 

The study of folk music as an expression of cultural identity has been a central theme in 

ethnomusicology and cultural studies. Scholars have consistently highlighted that folk traditions 

represent more than artistic expression—they embody the living history, collective consciousness, 

and evolving identity of communities. Alvarado (2015), in his exploration of Banda Sinaloense, 

traces the genre’s roots in Mexico’s regional soundscape, emphasizing how rhythm and 

instrumentation convey the socio-economic evolution of Sinaloan culture. Similarly, Adjie (2017) 

describes Javanese traditional music as a complex fusion of ritual, religion, and aesthetics that 

reinforces communal harmony and moral order. Suadik, Karulus, and Ganang (2015) examine 

Lundayeh dance music in Tenom, Sabah, revealing how external influences such as migration and 

modernization have redefined traditional musical expressions without erasing indigenous identity. 

These works collectively illustrate how folk music reflects a delicate balance between preservation 

and adaptation, functioning as a cultural vessel that both records and reinterprets local experiences. 

The literature also underscores the oral and performative nature of folk traditions, showing how 

transmission across generations ensures continuity despite social and technological 

transformations. 
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Expanding on cultural identity and aesthetic expression, researchers such as Abdunabiyeva (2016) 

and Atayaphan (2015) focus on the interrelation between performance, creativity, and self-

representation. Abdunabiyeva’s study of Uzbek national dance art demonstrates how movement 

and music coalesce to express aesthetic values rooted in national identity. Atayaphan’s analysis of 

Mor Lam folk performance in Thailand positions folk artistry as a dynamic field of identity 

negotiation, where creativity and cultural memory coexist. Similarly, Samsudin, Nashir, and Nasir 

(2016) analyze Kelantanese Wayang Kulit characters, showing how visual, musical, and 

performative elements together form a symbolic reflection of Malay cultural heritage. Lima 

(2017), through her work on Zabé da Loca and Brazilian pífano traditions, highlights women’s 

agency in folk music, challenging gender norms within rural music-making. Adejube (2016) 

extends this discussion to Nigeria, examining how rhythm and performance in Africa’s creative 

industries serve as powerful vehicles for cultural resilience and socio-economic expression. 

Together, these studies highlight the intersection of gender, class, and cultural representation in 

folk music, emphasizing its power to shape, challenge, and reaffirm identity within changing 

socio-cultural landscapes. 

Foundational theoretical contributions have also provided critical frameworks for understanding 

folk music’s socio-cultural significance. Hobsbawm and Ranger’s (2012) The Invention of 

Tradition remains pivotal in illustrating how traditions—though seemingly ancient—are often 

reconstructed to serve modern identity needs. Nettl (2013), in The Study of Ethnomusicology, 

broadens this discourse by emphasizing the importance of contextual and participatory approaches 

in analyzing music’s cultural meaning. Turino (2010) offers a participatory perspective, describing 

music as a social act that constructs identity and belonging through communal engagement. Zheng 

et al. (2016) and Zeng (2017) further explore the reproduction of cultural spaces through 

performance, linking folk music to urban cultural transformation and the integration of traditional 

poetic forms into modern art. Collectively, these works provide a rich theoretical and empirical 

foundation for understanding folk music as a multifaceted medium of cultural expression. They 

affirm that folk traditions are not static remnants of the past but evolving embodiments of identity, 

creativity, and resilience—continuously negotiating authenticity, modernity, and community in a 

globalized world. 
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Folk Music as a Medium of Cultural Expression 

Folk music serves as one of the most profound and accessible forms of cultural expression, 

encapsulating the essence of a community’s worldview, emotions, and social organization. The 

lyrics and narratives of folk songs often act as mirrors of social values, narrating stories of love, 

labor, struggle, spirituality, and celebration. Through simple yet deeply symbolic language, these 

songs document the lived experiences of people—expressing moral codes, historical memory, and 

collective wisdom. For instance, agricultural songs reflect the rhythms of rural life, while protest 

songs voice the aspirations of marginalized groups. The role of instruments, costumes, and 

performance contexts further enriches the cultural depth of folk traditions. Indigenous instruments 

such as the Indian ektara, the African djembe, or the Celtic harp embody regional identities 

through their materials, sounds, and playing techniques. Costumes and performance rituals, often 

tied to seasons, festivals, or life-cycle events, serve not merely aesthetic functions but 

communicate social hierarchies, gender roles, and communal unity. Together, these elements 

transform folk performances into living expressions of collective memory and identity, sustaining 

continuity between generations while allowing for creative reinterpretation. 

The dimensions of gender, class, and community identities in folk music highlight its social and 

political significance. Folk songs often give voice to women, workers, and marginalized 

communities who may otherwise remain unheard in mainstream narratives. Women’s folk songs, 

such as Indian sohar or African lullabies, reveal both domestic realities and spiritual resilience, 

while labor songs articulate class consciousness and communal solidarity. The transmission of 

folklore and intergenerational knowledge plays a vital role in preserving these cultural expressions. 

Traditionally, songs are passed down orally, ensuring that each generation inherits and reshapes 

its cultural heritage. This oral tradition fosters creativity and adaptability, keeping the art form 

relevant across time. Moreover, festivals and rituals serve as vital cultural spaces where folk music 

thrives. Celebrations such as harvest festivals, weddings, and regional fairs transform music into 

a communal act of remembrance, renewal, and social bonding. These gatherings reinforce social 

cohesion and affirm the values embedded in folk traditions. Thus, folk music operates not only as 
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a form of entertainment but as a cultural archive and social language—preserving heritage, shaping 

identity, and expressing the timeless connection between humanity, community, and art. 

Case Studies 

Example 1: Baul Music of Bengal – Mysticism and Identity through Devotional Expression 

The Baul tradition of Bengal represents one of the most profound examples of how folk music 

embodies spiritual and cultural identity in India. Rooted in a synthesis of Vaishnavite, Sufi, and 

Buddhist philosophies, Baul songs express a deep mysticism that transcends religious boundaries. 

The Bauls—wandering minstrels of Bengal—employ their music as a medium for spiritual 

liberation and social harmony. Their ektara, dotara, and duggi instruments accompany poetic lyrics 

that emphasize inner divinity and the futility of material pursuits. Through metaphors of love and 

the human body as the temple of the divine, Baul music articulates an inclusive worldview that 

challenges orthodox practices. In a broader cultural sense, it represents the syncretic ethos of Indian 

identity, particularly in rural Bengal, where cultural diversity merges with simplicity of life. 

Moreover, Baul performances during festivals such as Poush Mela not only preserve oral traditions 

but also function as cultural dialogues between rural communities and the modern world. Despite 

commercialization and declining patronage, the Baul movement continues to be a living expression 

of Indian spiritual humanism, bridging gaps between religion, art, and everyday life. 

Example 2: Bihu Music of Assam – Folk Expression of Agrarian Life and Ethnic Unity 

Bihu music of Assam, associated with the Bohag Bihu (Rongali Bihu) festival, serves as a vibrant 

symbol of Assamese cultural identity and social unity. Deeply rooted in the agrarian lifestyle, Bihu 

songs celebrate fertility, harvest, love, and communal joy. Characterized by the rhythmic use of 

instruments like the dhol, pepa, and gogona, these songs encapsulate the natural and emotional 

landscapes of rural Assam. The lyrics, often composed in the local dialects, express the intimate 

relationship between people and nature, highlighting seasonal changes, romantic courtship, and 

village life. Beyond entertainment, Bihu music functions as a social binder, bringing together 

diverse ethnic groups of Assam—Ahoms, Bodos, Mishings, and others—under a shared cultural 

umbrella. Its performative nature, combining dance, music, and improvisation, allows it to evolve 
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while retaining traditional essence. In modern times, Bihu has transcended its local context, 

becoming a symbol of Assamese identity on national and international platforms. The resilience 

of Bihu music in the face of globalization underscores the community’s effort to preserve 

indigenous art forms while adapting to new cultural expressions, making it a dynamic example of 

living folk tradition in India. 

Analysis and Discussion 

Folk music, when analyzed through both historical and cultural lenses, emerges as a living heritage 

that continuously evolves while preserving the essence of collective identity. Across various 

regional contexts such as Bengal’s Baul and Assam’s Bihu traditions, it is evident that folk music 

transcends mere artistic expression—it serves as a medium of social communication, emotional 

catharsis, and identity formation. The cross-cultural synthesis of these findings reveals that despite 

geographical and linguistic diversity, common cultural undercurrents run through Indian folk 

traditions. These include reverence for nature, community participation, spirituality, and the moral 

fabric of everyday life. Folk music preserves the intangible aspects of culture—values, rituals, and 

memories—through oral transmission, thus maintaining continuity between generations. 

However, this continuity is not rigid; it involves a constant process of adaptation and 

reinterpretation in response to changing socio-political and economic realities. Performers often 

incorporate new instruments, modify lyrics to suit contemporary issues, and use modern media for 

dissemination, ensuring that tradition remains relevant without losing its cultural integrity. 

The adaptive capacity of folk music demonstrates how cultural symbols transform yet retain their 

original resonance. In the Baul tradition, the spiritual search for the “Moner Manush” (Man of the 

Heart) continues to represent the inner quest for truth, even as modern Baul performers use digital 

platforms to reach global audiences. Similarly, Bihu songs, once confined to agricultural 

festivities, are now performed on national and international stages, symbolizing both cultural pride 

and resilience. These evolutions show that folk music is a dynamic process of cultural negotiation, 

balancing preservation with innovation. Furthermore, folk music strengthens collective resilience 

by fostering a shared sense of belonging and identity amidst globalization’s homogenizing forces. 

Its communal performance settings create social cohesion and emotional solidarity, reinforcing 
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local identities in a rapidly transforming world. Ultimately, Indian folk traditions demonstrate that 

cultural endurance does not depend on isolation but on the ability to adapt while retaining 

authenticity. Through the fusion of past and present, folk music continues to embody the living 

pulse of Indian identity—a reminder that heritage thrives not in preservation alone, but in the 

creative renewal of its timeless voice. 

Conclusion 

Folk music stands as a vital cultural force that bridges the past and present, embodying the essence 

of communal life, shared identity, and collective memory. It transcends mere artistic expression, 

functioning as a living archive of human experience that records emotions, traditions, and social 

values across generations. Through its lyrics, melodies, instruments, and performances, folk music 

gives voice to the everyday lives of people, expressing their joys, sorrows, struggles, and 

aspirations. It preserves languages, customs, and philosophies that might otherwise fade in the tide 

of modernization. In the face of globalization and cultural homogenization, folk music continues 

to adapt while maintaining its authenticity, serving as a powerful tool for cultural preservation and 

identity formation. It provides marginalized and local communities with a sense of belonging and 

recognition, reinforcing social cohesion through shared artistic expression. Moreover, the study 

and promotion of folk traditions hold immense academic and cultural importance, encouraging 

intercultural dialogue and understanding among diverse societies. By appreciating folk music 

within interdisciplinary frameworks—combining cultural theory, ethnomusicology, sociology, 

and anthropology—we gain deeper insights into how culture evolves and sustains itself. 

Ultimately, folk music endures as a testament to humanity’s creative resilience, reminding us that 

culture is not static but continually renewed through participation, adaptation, and emotional 

connection. In preserving and celebrating folk traditions, we affirm not only the richness of our 

past but also the diversity and vitality of our collective global heritage. 
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