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Abstract

This paper examines the impact of environmental change on traditional ironworking societies
in the Chotanagpur Plateau, in Eastern India, particularly in Purulia (West Bengal) and
Hazaribagh and Chatra (Jharkhand). Although these areas are now regarded as part of the Iron
Belt due to the rich mineral resources, traditionally these regions were home to communities
of indigenous iron smelters and blacksmiths such as the Asur, Lohra, Karmakar, and Karmali.
These skills have now greatly declined due to a combination of factors, including past forest
laws, deforestation, industrial mining activities, changing climatic patterns, and technological
change. Using ethnographic fieldwork and documentation of oral histories amongst these four
communities undertaken by the researchers, the paper explicates the impact of these
environmental instabilities on the ecological sustainability of traditional ironworking, ritual
practices, and the displacement of artisanal knowledge systems. This paper highlights the need
for the timely measures of ecological sustainability for preserving heritage, such as community-
centered recording and eco-craft projects, and their incorporation into education to ensure the
sustainability of such declining knowledge systems as living cultural heritage.
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