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Abstract: From the perspective of evolutionary psychology, the social function of music is 

widely recognized. To explore the background, condition, and causes in the process of music 

triggering individual social identity, based on the review of previous literature, this paper 

proposes three main mechanisms: emotional resonance, physiological activation, and 

interactive exchange. Three paths respectively: first, music makes people share common 

emotions, and then feel a sense of belonging in a specific social group; second, people 

perceive music can bring a consistent physiological response and reach group 

synchronization; third, people's participation in a music work that to be completed is like a 

hypothetical N-person switching system, and can build social bonds with others. In general, 

this paper argues that music can trigger social identity through the above three interactive 

mechanisms, and provide more clues about the connection between social identity’s 

foundation and the music field, expanding to larger impacts, results, and possible use. 
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1. Introduction 

Music has been a part of human life for a long time. In the process of human development, infants 

form a kinship with their mothers through the lullabies they sing [1-2]and, children can acquire 

prosocial skills through music training [3]. As individuals move towards the collective, music also 

acts as a social bond, enhancing people's cohesion [4-5]. How did music evolve? Three views on the 

evolution of music stand out: the by-product view- like the "auditory cheesecake" theory [6]- and the 

two adaptionist views: music and social bonding (MSB) hypothesis [5] (which proposes music as a 

co-evolutionary system of social bonding) and signaling hypothesis [7] (which suggests that music 

plays a role as a trusted signal in alliance interactions and infant care). In the hypotheses mentioned 

above, there is more or less a connection between music and society. 

Like most mammals, humans are “highly social animals” [8]. In the socialization process, 

individuals classify themselves as members of a specific social group and acquire corresponding 

emotions and values in that group [9], that is, social identity. Meanwhile, self-classification theory 

[10] suggests that identification with social groups may be a key component of individual decision-

making and that social identification shapes perception and action. For example, a positive social 

identity can promote cohesion between groups. In addition, Different types of music can reinforce 

Proceedings of  the 3rd International  Conference on Interdisciplinary Humanities  and Communication Studies 
DOI:  10.54254/2753-7064/70/2024.23642 

© 2025 The Authors.  This  is  an open access article  distributed under the terms of  the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).  

221 



 

 

different identities, so strengthening the sense of identity and community is one of the functions of 

music [11].   

There is a lot of literature on the connection between music and social identity, but few attempts 

to link music and social identity within the framework of evolutionary psychology. Overall, both the 

observation of various phenomena and the study of the origins of music or social identity show that 

music seems to run through social connections. This inspires us to research the interactive mechanism 

of social identity triggered by music, hoping to provide a breakthrough point for solving the problem 

of group construction in reality from the perspective of causes. 

2. Three paths of influence 

This paper aims to integrate the interactive relationship between music and social identity, and as 

shown in Figure 1, tries to explain how music strengthens people's social identity in three aspects: 

emotional activation, neural connection, and exchange principle. 

 

Figure 1: Three mechanisms between music and social identity 

2.1. Hypothesis 

How can Music trigger social identity? This paper proposes three hypotheses of mechanism: 1) 

emotional resonance; 2) physiological activation; 3) interactive exchange. On the whole, music, as a 

big abstract concept, is defined from different perspectives and often has different explanations. In 

this paper, we do not involve the evaluation of the definition of different dimensions of music but just 

try to find out the intermediate mechanism when people enhance their social identity through music. 

Meanwhile, we claim that these three mechanisms are based on the interaction between people and 

music. In addition, since music performance and listening are the most basic pieces of human’s music 

experience, this paper will discuss these two aspects. Furthermore, the “social” here refers to the 

target group that participates in the same musical activity and directly experiences the music. It means 

that they can trigger the social identification of the corresponding musical group through the 

following three assumed mechanisms. 

2.2. Emotional resonance 

Music can convey emotions, which are called musical emotions, and are perceived by listeners [12], 

and people often have a similar understanding of the emotions expressed by music [13]. At the same 

time, people's emotions will also be stimulated during the process of listening to music: for example, 

a study by [14] shows that the physiological responses of people when listening to music with 

different emotional characteristics are very similar to the physiological changes of emotions produced 

in other occasions. So how does music start by triggering individual emotions and enhancing social 

identity between groups? In the emotional resonance mechanism, we propose the following 
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hypothesis: those who listen to music together, can stimulate their respective emotions through the 

change of music [14], and due to the infectious characteristics of emotion [15], this emotion is then 

continuously expanded in the group environment composed of listeners [16], bringing the stimulation 

of group similar emotions, that is, in-group emotions [17]. When people feel their own emotions, they 

are also more able to empathize with others, for empathy is linked to identity. In addition, music can 

generate positive emotion [18], and positive in-group emotions are generally believed to enhance 

cohesiveness and interpersonal closeness in the group and trigger social identity [17]. 

2.3. Physiological activation 

According to neuroscience research, when people listen to music, a series of changes in the brain will 

activate different brain areas [19]. The physiological activation mechanism refers to the consistent 

physiological response within groups when people perceive music, which eventually leads to social 

identification. When listening to music, individuals often spontaneously follow the rhythm of the 

music [20]. during this time, people's musical instincts are stimulated [21], showing synchronization 

with the music, called entrainment [22], and this feature is also used in music therapy, such as the 

correction of gait problems in Parkinsons patients [23]. The same is true of groups, when people listen 

to music together, there will be synchronization, including the synchronization of brain responses, 

heart rate, etc. [24,25], which can become the basis for stimulating social identity through fostering 

group cooperation and cohesion [26]. At the same time, it has been mentioned in many studies that 

music with a strong sense of rhythm can stimulate the movement of groups, which shows the 

synchronicity of human periodic social behavior: the process of "social entrainment" [27] creates new 

social bonds [28]. At the same time, people will feel more similar to others, have a sense of 

dependence, and reduce the sense of distance [29]. People who show synchronization in music are 

more likely to feel that they are part of the group, and prosocial behavior will be promoted [30]. 

Through these processes above, social identity will be enhanced. 

2.4. Interactive exchange 

It is possible that people who play music together feel more connected to each other [4]. In it, 

everyone is an important part of the music, and it requires that no one has the behavior of free-riding, 

so the interaction not only happens between the individual and the music but also between the 

individual and the individual. Everyone needs to listen to each other and coordinate with each other 

to complete a complete music work. This simultaneously forms an N-person switching system: In 

this system, when everyone has similar tasks and is given the same expectations, communication will 

naturally occur and the system will function properly [31]. The whole music work to be completed, 

as an event that causes common and mutual reactions among participants, will trigger collective 

efforts while arousing group belonging and group belief [31]. Therefore, we can infer that one trigger 

of collective effort is based on the enhancement of social identity. The higher the level of collective 

effort, that is, the more active the musical interaction, the stronger the social identity.  

3. Discussion 

The above three mechanisms are not independent or mutually exclusive. In different situations, the 

triggering of music to social identity may go through different paths, or two or three may occur 

simultaneously. Because any music-related event has a complex process, especially for music 

performance activities, listening to music and interacting with music will occur. In addition, the 

mechanisms assumed in this paper do not take the activities related to music creation as the basis, 

because serious music creation activities are often carried out by individuals, while improvisational 

Proceedings of  the 3rd International  Conference on Interdisciplinary Humanities  and Communication Studies 
DOI:  10.54254/2753-7064/70/2024.23642 

223 



 

 

music creation among multiple people is put under the interactive exchange mechanism in this paper, 

so the three mechanisms are mainly related to music listening and music performance. 

While the social function of music is often discussed, the processes that occur during this influence 

have not been fully explored. Since music is the product of human activities and social identity is 

usually generated in human groups, this paper links the interaction mechanism of music and social 

identity, hoping to provide clues to the relationship between those two things. It must be admitted 

that this paper still has some limitations in this paper. First, due to the vast content of music, it is 

difficult to cover all aspects of music in this paper. Second, the mechanism of this paper is based on 

musical activities involving many people, but it does not rule out the possibility that social identity 

may be triggered when individuals listen to or play music, which needs further research. Third, this 

paper focuses on a directional analytical path of how music enhances social identity and does not 

provide the opposite way of influencing and the role that social identity plays in human groups. 

Therefore, this paper only provides a feasible logical framework, and the above conjecture can still 

be verified through empirical research and data collection in subsequent studies. And consider further 

explaining the actual role of social identity and how this interaction can be harnessed to solve practical 

problems. 

4. Conclusion 

This research concludes that engaging in music-related activities might strengthen an individual's 

sense of social identity, relying on the phenomena of music and social identity. On this basis, the 

objective of this work is to determine the unique link between music and social identity by 

summarizing past studies and supplementing research in this field. Emotional resonance, 

physiological activation, and interactive exchange are the three approaches. They view musical 

activity as the foundation needed for music ontology (such as rhythm and melody) to have an impact 

on people's social identities, and they distinguish musical activity from music ontology. What is told 

that music triggers a person's social identity is more obvious to us. 
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