
Stryamets et al. 
Journal of Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine           (2022) 18:21  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13002-022-00523-x

EDITORIAL

Why the ongoing occupation of Ukraine 
matters to ethnobiology
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Renata Sõukand1, Andrea Pieroni2* and Michele F. Fontefrancesco2 

Abstract 

Ethnobiology and ethnomedicine investigate the continuously changing complex and inextricable relations among 
culture, nature, and health. Since the emergence of modern ethnobiology a few decades ago, its essence and mission 
have been the study of biocultural diversities and the centers of its inquiries have been and are local communities 
and their co-evolutionary interrelationships between natural environments and social systems. At the core of ethnobi-
ologists’ work there are not only conceptualizations of and reflections on others’ views about nature and the universe, 
but also a robust commitment to advocacy in defense of these assemblages of local ecological knowledge, practices, 
and beliefs (LEK). Homogenization processes and therefore erosion of LEK have occurred throughout history in differ-
ent ways: from colonialism to industrialization, and from financialization to globalization; however, we cannot forget 
the role played by centripetal states and even dictatorships in this process, nor the associated political ideology of 
nationalism, which has often elicited and justified policies aimed at standardizing diversities within state borders. Our 
research groups have been working since eight years together with local communities in Ukrainian rural areas and 
documented a remarkable erosion of LEK during the Soviet times, yet an extraordinary surviving biocultural diversity 
occurs; the ongoing military occupation of Ukraine could further threaten this heritage. While citizens’ attention now 
should be on effectively supporting those who are experiencing hardships during this traumatic time, ethnobiologists 
will be called hopefully soon to directly participate in rebuilding the biocultural “cobwebs” damaged by the military 
operations.

Keywords:  Ethnobiology, Biocultural diversity, Ukraine

© The Author(s) 2022. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which 
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the 
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or 
other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory 
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this 
licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver (http://​creat​iveco​
mmons.​org/​publi​cdoma​in/​zero/1.​0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated in a credit line to the data.

Ethnobiology and ethnomedicine are relatively new dis-
ciplines aimed at investigating the continuously changing 
complex and inextricable relations among culture, nature, 
and health. Since the emergence of ethnobiology a few 
decades ago, its essence and mission have been the study 
of biocultural diversity [1]. That is the reason local com-
munities have been and are at the very center of ethnobi-
ological inquiries: local communities “happen” there in a 
situated field, where the very sense of these dynamic rela-
tions between nature, humans, and health are articulated, 

practiced, enjoyed, changed, even disputed. For over a 
century, ethnobiological works have explored this inti-
mate richness and creative effervescence of local com-
munities, “traditional” societies, and Indigenous Nations, 
and, since the Conference of Rio in 1992 and the founda-
tion of the International Society of Ethnobiology, ethno-
biologists have forged conceptualizations of and reflec-
tions on others’ views about nature and the universe. Our 
interest, however, has not been merely speculative; at the 
core of our work there is a commitment to advocacy in 
defense of these assemblages of local ecological  knowl-
edge, practices, and beliefs (LEK) and their holders [2].

Homogenization processes and therefore erosion of 
LEK have occurred throughout history in different ways: 

Open Access

*Correspondence:  a.pieroni@unisg.it
2 University of Gastronomic Sciences, Piazza Vittorio Emanuele II 9, 
12042 Pollenzo, Italy
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s13002-022-00523-x&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 3Stryamets et al. Journal of Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine           (2022) 18:21 

from colonialism to industrialization, and from financial-
ization to globalization; all of these various phenomena 
have remarkably contributed to the ongoing depletion 
of biocultural diversities. However, we cannot forget the 
role played by centripetal states and even dictatorships 
in this process, nor the associated political ideology of 
nationalism, founded on the concept of the state-nation, 
which has often elicited and justified policies aimed at 
standardizing all cultural diversities within state bor-
ders, leaving space only for the cultural archetype of the 
national citizen [3–5]. Far from being dissolved by glo-
balization, nationalism, often boosted by religious ide-
ologies, has endured and has generated conflicts and 
violence, even in recent years [6].

The events that have transpired since February 24, 
2022 in Ukraine confirm this and are crucial to the entire 
ethnobiological community because of their ethical and 
epistemological implications.

Ukraine has a thousand-year history and diverse cul-
tural traditions and customs, as it is home to numerous 
minority ethnic groups including Russians, Jews, Bela-
rusians, Moldovans, Greeks, Crimean Tatars, Gagauzes, 
Bulgarians, Poles, Hungarians, and Romanians. Histori-
cally, after the collapse of the Soviet Union independent 
multiethnic states emerged, confronting state-building 
and economic transformation crises, with uncertain iden-
tities, contested boundaries, and insecure ethnic and/or 
linguistic minorities.

Some scholars and, in particular, our research groups, 
during the past eight years, have been working together 
with local communities in Ukraine to document the tra-
jectories of local ecological knowledge and its changes 
[7–16], and also attempting to promote its valorization 

for sustainable development in small scale food chains 
[17]. We have been able to clearly observe that socio-
economic conditions and political processes during the 
Soviet period have been the main drivers of the erosion 
of biocultural diversity: Mountains did not necessarily 
offer protection against the homogenization policies; yet 
forests provided shelter from the Holodomor—the arti-
ficial hunger (and crime against humanity) imposed on 
the peasantry in the 1930s. We have visited several vil-
lages, even the most remote ones (Fig. 1), and have met 
hundreds of LEK holders, documenting a rich biocultural 
diversity, also in informal street markets [18] (Fig. 2).

Military occupations destroy the pillars of biocultural 
diversity that distinguish a community, a region, or a 
country, leaving behind an expanse of rubble weakened 
in its uniqueness. Forcing local communities to adopt 
another’s language and culture is the first step of culturi-
cides (systematic destruction of cultures) and tears apart 
the social connection with the local biodiversity, causing 
its erosion (in both the short and long term, also consid-
ering the traumatic experience of war). “Strangers” can-
not normally care about the local environment, and thus 
are not able to understand the intimate relations and 
values local communities have created during their long-
standing exchange with the surrounding nature [19].

War is a border experience, and its very essence is cul-
tural polarization and therefore, it is essential to maintain 
the world’s complexity, multidimensionality, ambiguity, 
and diversity. Now citizens’ attention is on effectively 
supporting those who are experiencing hardships dur-
ing this traumatic time. Tomorrow, however, ethnobiol-
ogists will be called upon even more to be together with 
local communities, to celebrate their folk knowledge 

Fig. 1  Sarata, one of the Ukrainian most isolated mountain villages in Bukovina (Photo: A Pieroni, May 2015)
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and expertise, and to directly participate in rebuild-
ing the biocultural “cobwebs” damaged by the military 
operations.
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Fig. 2  Domestic food products informally sold in a street of 
Ivano-Frankivsk (Photo: A. Pieroni, May 2016)
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