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Abstract

The Pangwal tribe is one of the lesser-known yet culturally rich tribal communities of Himachal Pradesh.
The tribe mainly inhabits the remote and rugged region of the Pangi Valley in Chamba district. Located
in the Pir Panjal range of the Himalayas, the valley is known for its natural beauty and harsh living
conditions. Despite geographical isolation, the Pangwal community has preserved its distinct culture,
traditions, and identity for generations. Their lifestyle reflects a close relationship with nature, local
customs, and social values. The Pangwal tribe forms an important part of the tribal heritage of the Indian
Himalayas. The study of such indigenous communities contributes to a better understanding of tribal
history, culture, and social organization. Tribal societies are influenced by factors such as religion,
language, environment, and social traditions, which continue to shape their present identity. The Pangwal
community also presents an example of how traditional practices survive while adapting to modern
influences and changing social conditions. This study explores the historical and cultural aspects of the
Pangwal tribe and examines the changing social, cultural, and economic life of the community. It also
highlights the coexistence of traditional values and modern influences in shaping the contemporary
identity of the Pangwal people.
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Historical Overview of the Pangwal Tribe

The history of the Pangwal tribe is closely connected with the geographical and cultural development of
the Pangi Valley in Himachal Pradesh. As the valley located in a remote and mountainous region, it
remained isolated from the outside world for a long period due to its difficult terrain and harsh climatic
conditions. This isolation played an important role in shaping the social life, traditions, and cultural
identity of the Pangwal community. Over time, the tribe developed its own distinct customs, beliefs, and
way of life, many of which continue to exist even today. The historical background of the Pangwal tribe
helps in understanding the evolution of their society and the formation of their present cultural identity.

Pangwal Tribe Origins and Early History

The term “Pangwal” is generally used for the inhabitants of Pangi Tehsil in the Chamba district of
Himachal Pradesh. The community was recognized as a Scheduled Tribe under the Central Act 31 of
1966. Pangi is considered one of the most remote and rugged regions of Himachal Pradesh. Due to heavy
snowfall and difficult terrain, the valley remains cut off from the outside world for nearly six months every
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year. This geographical isolation played an important role in preserving the distinct culture, traditions, and
social life of the Pangwal community.

The exact origin of the Pangwals is still uncertain. According to local traditions and family legends,
different groups migrated to Pangi from neighbouring hill regions such as Lahaul, Kullu, and Bhaderwah
in Jammu and Kashmir. The Pangwals mainly follow Hinduism, and many of their cultural and religious
practices are similar to those found in nearby Himalayan regions. The community also follows a caste-
based social structure that includes groups such as Rajputs, Thakurs, Brahmans, and Rathis, while Halis,
Lohars, Chanals, and Dakis are considered lower castes in the traditional social order. Their fairs, festivals,
and customs also reflect close cultural links with neighbouring hill communities.

The Influence of Geography on the Tribe’s History

The geographical isolation of the Pangi Valley played an important role in shaping the history and culture
of the Pangwal tribe as it surrounded by high mountains and the valley lies at an altitude of nearly 1,800
to 2,500 meters above sea level. For many years, the region remained cut off from the outside world due
to the absence of proper road connectivity and harsh climatic conditions. Moreover, heavy snowfall during
winter isolated the valley for several months each year. This isolation and the limited contact with
neighbouring regions helped the Pangwal community preserve its traditional customs, rituals, dialect, and
social practices. At the same time, the difficult terrain made life challenging and influenced their simple
and self-dependent lifestyle. Thus, the geography of Pangi Valley not only created hardships for the
community but also acted as a protective barrier that helped preserve their unique traditions and cultural
heritage.

Integration into Broader Historical Movements

Despite the Pangwal tribe remained geographically isolated for a long period, the community gradually
became connected with broader historical developments in the Himalayan region. An important phase in
their history came when the Pangi Valley was incorporated into the Chamba Kingdom during the
eighteenth century. The rulers of Chamba exercised political control over several tribal regions of present-
day Himachal Pradesh, including Pangi.

Despite this political integration, the Pangwal community continued to enjoy a considerable degree of
social and cultural autonomy. Their local customs, traditional institutions, religious practices, and
economic activities remained largely influenced by indigenous traditions. This limited outside interference
allowed the community to preserve its distinct cultural identity even after becoming part of the Chamba
Kingdom.

with Neighbouring communities

The Pangwal tribe generally lived in relative isolation, but it managed to maintain contact with
neighbouring communities such as Chamba, Bhattiyat, and other Himalayan groups. These interactions
influenced their social, cultural, and economic life over time. Trade formed an important basis of inter-
community relations, especially through the exchange of agricultural products, livestock, wool, and
handmade goods. Seasonal fairs, local festivals, and ceremonial gatherings also provided opportunities for
interaction with neighbouring tribes. Through such contacts, the Pangwals shared certain cultural
traditions while also adopting selected practices from nearby communities.
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Role of Religion and Spirituality

Religion! and spirituality have played an important role in shaping the cultural life of the Pangwal tribe.
The community traditionally follows nature-based beliefs and considers mountains, rivers, forests, and
natural forces sacred. Their religious practices reflect a close relationship with the natural environment.
Over time, Hinduism also influenced the community, particularly the worship of deities associated with
the Shiva and Shakti traditions. Local gods and village deities continue to hold an important place in the
religious and social life of the Pangwal people.

Fig 1: Pangwal women performing a traditional folk dance during a gathering.
(Source: The Tribune)

Festivals, fairs, and religious rituals play an important role in strengthening social unity and harmony
within the Pangwal community. These religious practices not only provide spiritual guidance but also help
preserve the cultural traditions, collective memory, and historical identity of the tribe. Community
participation in such occasions reflects the close social bonds that continue to exist among the Pangwal
people.

The historical continuity of the Pangwal tribe reflects their resilience and ability to adapt to difficult
environmental and social conditions. Despite the influence of modernization and outside contact, the
community has continued to preserve its distinct cultural identity in the remote Pangi Valley. The present
social and cultural life of the Pangwals has been shaped by several historical factors, including
geographical isolation, interaction with neighbouring communities, and regional historical developments.
These factors continue to influence the contemporary identity and way of life of the tribe.

Cultural Practices and Traditions of the Pangwal Tribe

The cultural practices and traditions of the Pangwal tribe reflect their long historical association with the
environment and the social life of the Pangi Valley. Their culture has been preserved through generations
in the form of customs, rituals, beliefs, festivals, language, and traditional knowledge. Despite the
influence of modernization, many traditional practices continue to remain an important part of Pangwal
society. The cultural identity of the community is closely connected with their religious beliefs, social

1 Religion, in this context, refers to the organized system of beliefs, practices, and rituals that bind the community to a
higher spiritual or divine power, often dictating moral conduct and social behavior.
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organization, folk traditions, and daily lifestyle. The major aspects of Pangwal culture, including their
religious practices, social structure, language, traditional arts, customs, and community traditions are
discussed below.

Language and Communication

The Pangwals speak Pangwali, which is a dialect of the Western Pahari Indo-Aryan languages, the major
part of which belongs to Churahi. Pangwali is primarily oral; however, it has within itself a very precious
cultural aspect, for it has inscribed in the community’s history, mythology, and tradition a form that is
very much linked with the landscape and the people. It has many folk expressions, and this dialect has a
huge repository of the tribe’s oral narratives, songs, and legends that are passed on orally from generation
to generation.

Apart from Pangwali, a good number of Pangwals can converse in Hindi and the local Chamba dialect,
which helps them with communication with adjacent societies and larger social interaction. Linguistically
diverse, the Pangwal tribe has managed to preserve their unique language and its cultural significance,
thus being an integral part of their identity.

Religious Beliefs and Rituals

The sacred belief systems exercised by members of the Pangwal community connect them deeply with
nature and ancestral worship. Animism is the main belief held by Pangwal tribes consisted of spirits
dwelling inside the different elements in nature such as rivers, trees, mountains, and stones. They worship
many numerous gods and spirits, and the local deities are the major types of deities they worship in their
religion. Baba Bheem and Devi Kesar are the gods they worship most, and their worship is done in small
shrines or natural places important from the viewpoint of significance. Such ritual processes associated
with festivals, changes in seasons, and life events such as birth, marriage, and death are important for their
religious life. Also the sacrifices and offerings of fruits, grains, and animals are made during these rituals,
which aim primarily to assure community welfare and secondly to maintain a harmonious coexistence
with the surrounding natural world.

Festivals and Celebrations

Festivals and fairs are an important part of the cultural life of the Pangwal tribe. These celebrations reflect
the religious beliefs, agricultural traditions, and social unity of the community. Most festivals are
celebrated collectively, where people gather for rituals, folk dances, traditional music, and communal
feasts. Such occasions strengthen social bonds and help preserve the cultural heritage of the tribe.
Among the major festivals celebrated in the Pangi Valley is Phagli, which marks the arrival of spring and
the beginning of agricultural activities. People worship local deities and pray for prosperity and a good
harvest. Traditional dances and village celebrations are organized during the festival. Another important
festival 1s Losar, celebrated as the New Year festival. It symbolizes renewal, happiness, and prosperity
and 1s marked by family gatherings, religious rituals, and community feasts.
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Fig 2: Traditional masked dance performance during a community festival in Pangi valley.
(Source: The Tribune)

The Pangwal community also celebrates festivals such as Sair, Jukaru, Dussehra, Diwali, and Shivratri
with great enthusiasm. Sair is associated with the agricultural cycle and seasonal change, while Jukaru is
celebrated to strengthen social harmony and brotherhood within the community. Dussehra and Diwali
reflect the influence of Hindu traditions in the region, whereas Shivratri is observed with devotion to Lord
Shiva, who holds an important place in local religious beliefs. These festivals continue to play a significant
role in preserving the traditional identity and cultural continuity of the Pangwal tribe.

Social Structure and Community Life

Kinship system? in the Pangwal tribe has developed a social pattern where the extended kin are integrated
together in the same community. Obviously with well-defined social roles, one can see an appreciable
contribution from each member for survival and prosperity in the tribe. Elders are always consulted and
revered as decision-makers in the community since they usually settle disputes and counsel the younger
generation in maintaining local traditional practices.

Mostly, the tribe is patriarchal, with men being mostly in charge of farming, animal husbandry, and
leadership in a community. Women are normally confined to the household works, children, and
sometimes they go out to do agricultural tasks. However, women outshine men in almost every aspect
regarding social and religious issues as they are most important in ritual activities and celebrations in
Pangwal life.

Traditional Arts and Craftsmanship

The Pangwal tribals are rich in handicrafts and various other art forms, which are part and parcel of their
everyday life. One of the most important of these is Pangwal weaving, that is fabrication of woolen textiles
in traditional looms. They are proudly clothed with beautiful patterns and used as attires, blankets, or for
other essential stuffs that hold importance in life in cold mountainous regions. Pangwal folk music and
dance are essential components of community gatherings. Traditional dhols and flutes are played during

2 Kinship system refers to the network of social relationships that are based on family connections, including ties of
blood, marriage, and descent. It defines roles, responsibilities, and the inheritance of property and status within a
community, influencing both the family structure and broader societal organization.
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various festivals, weddings, and religious ceremonies. Specific dances, like the Kullu dance, are organized
during harvest celebrations to enhance social bonding.

Methodology

The present study is based on both primary and secondary sources. Primary data was collected through
field visits to different villages of the Pangi Valley. Information was gathered through personal interaction,
interviews, and observation of the daily life and cultural practices of the Pangwal community. Secondary
sources such as books, research papers, government reports, and published records were also consulted
for the study. A descriptive and analytical approach has been used to understand the history, culture,
traditions, and changing social life of the Pangwal tribe.

Research Design - The primary sources involve field survey and interview, while the secondary sources
include available literature, government reports, and previous studies.

Data Collection-

Primary Data: Includes interviews to 15 Pangwal community respondents. Respondents comprised
farmers, elders, and community leaders in Chamba.

Secondary Data: From reviewing historical and demographic data as well as socio-economic
development reports about the Chamba region.

Sample Size and Demographics

Age-wise and gender-wise, the sample comprised 15 respondents.
e 6 men, 9 women.

e Age Distribution: 18-30 (5), 31-50 (5), 51 and above (5).

e Occupation: Farmers, artisans, small traders, and teachers.

Findings and Data Analysis Demographic Overview of the Respondents
The respondents were drawn from both rural and semi-urban areas within Chamba. Below is a summary
of their demographic profile:

Demographic Details

Total Respondents 15

Gender 6 males, 9 females

Age Group 18-30 years (5), 31-50 years (5), 51+ years (5)
Occupation Farmers (9), Artisans (4), Teachers (2)
Education Level Primary (7), Secondary (5), Higher Education (3)

All respondents practice agriculture as the main source of their livelihood and grow food crops like maize,
barley, and vegetables. In fact, they are turning to apple production since it can be commercialized.
Nonetheless, keeping sheep and goat is a major part of subsistence. Animal products such as wool, milk,
and meat almost complement the income of households.
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Economic Activities in Pangwal Community

Economic Activity Respondents Involved (%)
Agriculture (Crops) 80%
Livestock Farming 60%
Handicrafts/Artisan Work 26%
Small Trading (Local) 13%

Source: Census, 2011

Economic Activities Distribution
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Cultural Practices

Language: The Pangwals speak an altogether distinct Pangwal dialect different from the dialects of the
local Chambeali dialect. One of the most important aspects of cultural identity, particularly among older
generations, is language.

Festivals: The Pangwals also celebrate lots of local and regional festivals; Zukaroo Mela is the most
significant among them. The major religions are Hinduism and Tibetan Buddhism, where Shiva, Naga and
Devi Mindhal worship have many followers.

Traditional Clothing: The Kullu caps, woolen shawls, churidars for men are some of the traditional
clothing among men; most women wear Ghagras, which have fine embroidery.

Environmental and Social Changes

Many respondents pointed out that changing climatic conditions have started affecting agricultural
production in the region, especially crops such as barley and vegetables. Irregular weather patterns and
changing snowfall have created difficulties for traditional farming practices. Another major change
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observed in the community is migration among the younger generation. Many young people are moving
to towns and cities for higher education and employment opportunities. As a result, fewer people remain
engaged in traditional agricultural activities, which has gradually reduced the rural workforce in the valley.

Health and Well-Being

Healthcare facilities in the remote areas of Pangi Valley remain limited, and people often have to travel
long distances to reach hospitals and medical centres. In many villages, traditional healing practices and
local remedies are still used for the treatment of common illnesses. Elderly members of the community
continue to possess knowledge of herbal medicines and traditional methods of healing that have been
passed down through generations.

Education

Education is considered important within the Pangwal community, and awareness regarding schooling has
increased over time. Most children attend local schools available in nearby villages. However, access to
higher education remains difficult due to geographical isolation, limited educational institutions, and
financial constraints. As a result, only a small number of students are able to continue their studies outside
the valley for higher education.

Respondent 1 (Male, 45 years, Farmer): “I have been 25 years into farming in Chamba. The fertility of
the lands has become less than before. The rainfall is very irregular nowadays. I am a traditional farmer,
but I have started planting apples as part of making myself adapt.”

Respondent 2 (Female, 34 years, Artisan): “We actually weave much woolen blankets for the few people
who would be buying traditional products. I think the modern youth are just distancing themselves from
our art-craft.”

Respondent 3 (Male, 60 years, Elder): “Our strength lies in the community that is united and practice
religion. The Zukaroo Mela and similar types of festivals are gathering us together, but modern life with
its slow but sure changes may alter all that.”

Respondent 4 (Female, 28 years, Teacher): “I studied in Dharamshala, and returning to village life has
been quite difficult. Education has improved, but there is still need for more infrastructure.”

Conclusion

The Pangwal community confronts multiple types of challenges as of now with economic vulnerability
induced by adverse variations in agricultural conditions along with cultural erosion due to migration and
modernization. But the community-centric strong ties, vibrant traditions, and adaptation to new
agricultural practices such as apple farming have potentialities for sustainable development. The Pangwal
community retains strong cultural heritage and deep rootedness. However, they are facing tough crises
such as climate change, migration, and loss of traditional livelihoods. Research in these areas would yield
critical findings for future interventions towards sustainable development of the Pangwal people so that
both their culture and economic practices can thrive.
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