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1. Introduction: Towards a Theory of Knowledge Production and   

Local Knowledge Loss 
 

Current ly knowledge is produced in great  quant it ies and spread around the globe. The 

law of  diminishing returns does not  seem to apply to the product ion and disseminat ion of  

knowledge. The more is known in a society or community, the more valuable new knowledge 

becomes. There is not  only an abundance of  knowledge but  also an increasing literature on the 

creat ion of  new knowledge, on the sharing of  knowledge and the product ivit y of  new 

knowledge. So far an important  aspect  has been largely absent  f rom this debate, namely the loss 

of  knowledge.  

In the context  of  this paper we shall limit  our scope and refer to knowledge as a human 

resource that  is used to guide social act ion. In this limited perspect ive all factual knowledge is 

derivable f rom experience but  knowledge is needed to produce, share and acquire new 

knowledge. We shall concent rate our at tent ion on indigenous and on local knowledge. Both 

terms are of ten used interchangeably but  we dist inguish between the two. Indigenenous 

knowledge is passed on f rom generat ion to generat ion and is f irmly grounded in the t radit ion of  

a group, community or society. Local knowledge is acquired through learning and adopt ion to 

local condit ions. Knowledge that  has been brought  back f rom studying abroad, f rom reading, 

viewing or listening to mass media or adopted through other channels has become local 

knowledge, as soon as it  has been adopted to local social and cultural condit ions and is ready to 

be applied locally. Local knowledge const itutes a ‘milieu’ within a network of  social interact ion 

(Evers 2005:63). Indigenous as well as local knowledge may be lost . The dialect ics of  knowledge 

product ion leads both to knowing and not - knowing. The more knowledge is produced the more 

we know what  we don’t  know (Evers and Menkhoff  2005:145). Solving a research problem 

usually opens up new research quest ions and thus increases our ignorance. Another form of  

creat ing ignorance is knowledge loss. This process does not  indicate that  old knowledge is up-

dated or replaced by new knowledge but  the at t rit ion of  a stock of  available and usable 

knowledge. In the following sect ion we will show how knowledge loss has happened and how 

knowledge seapage has occurred in rural Uzbekistan. Based on empirical f ield research we shall 

be able to systemat ise forms of  knowledge loss and discuss it s consequences for rural 

development . 

 

2. Knowledge Loss in Practice 

 

What  is not  known is as important  as that  which is known. Whilst  Evers and Menkhoff  

(2005: 145) discuss ‘the growth of  ignorance’ in terms of  a relat ive growth of  ignorance as a 

corollary to a growth of  knowledge, we wish to discuss here the growth of  ignorance in terms of  

knowledge loss in Uzbekistan during and af ter the Soviet  period. This is based on one year (in 
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2005) of  f ield research in the Khorezm region, in the western periphery of  Uzbekistan
1
. That  is 

to say that  indigenous knowledge has in some ways been ‘lost ’ during the period of  Soviet  

colonialism of  Khorezm. Likewise there has been some at t rit ion of  indigenous knowledge in the 

post - Soviet  era. This is pert inent  in terms of  knowledge of  livestock product ion and post - harvest  

processing. In addit ion there is the simple, stat ic, ignorance of  new technologies and farming 

methods that  are available in other parts of  the world, yet  which are not  known in Uzbekistan. 

This is largely caused by the knowledge cont rol approach adopted by the government  of  

Uzbekistan. As do the role of  inef fect ive linkages between farmers and local (i.e., Uzbek, non 

internat ional) research inst itutes and universit ies, for failing to combat  knowledge at t rit ion in 

rural Khorezm. Whilst  indigenous knowledge is dynamic, in that  it  is constant ly evolving and 

changing, it  is not  always in the ascendancy. Instead what  we show in this paper is that  whilst  

the Soviet  period int roduced a considerable amount  of  new agricultural knowledge, which was 

adapted to local condit ions and thus made ‘local’, there was also a considerable growth of  real 

ignorance (dist inct  f rom relat ive ignorance, see Evers 2000) which is manifest  in Khorezm today. 

This is not  to totally discount  the level of  indigenous knowledge growth that  has occurred in the 

15 years since Independence. What  is worthwhile ment ioning is that  a signif icant  amount  of  

knowledge was simply ‘lost ’ during the Soviet  period, mainly due to the collect ivisat ion of  

certain agro- economic act ivit ies. With de- collect ivisat ion and the break down of  exist ing 

collect ives, post - 1991 this at t rit ion of knowledge cont inued. This is part icularly relevant  for the 

rural economy of  Uzbekistan, as this ‘lost ’ knowledge could potent ially play a large 

developmental role in promot ing new livelihood st rategies, such as through post - harvest  

processing. 

 

1.  Livestock Product ion 

 

With collect ivisat ion in the 1920s, livestock product ion was t ransferred f rom an almost  

purely domest ic af fair into a collect ivised and specialised indust ry of  the state
2
. Whilst  post -

WWII reforms within agricultural product ion allowed for limited domest ic product ion of  

livestock within the household economy, large amounts of  indigenous knowledge had already 

been lost . For instance chickens, which were allowed for much of  the Soviet  period yet  were 

reared f rom eggs cent rally and dist ributed to the households. The healthcare of  these chickens 

was cent rally managed, with a kolkhoz veterinarian being responsible for ensuring regular 

inoculat ion (Interview with whom?, 17 August , 2005). With the demise of  the Soviet  Union, 

these st ructures collapsed, leaving rural households without  their pre- collect ivisat ion 

knowledge. This is manifest  in many ways, for instance the ignorance of  how to t reat  sick 

chickens (Field notes, 5- 6 April, 2005). This same lack of  knowledge is also the case with cat t le 

product ion. We conducted a survey on farmer’s knowledge of  cat t le health and milk product ion 

in October and November of  2005, including 50 in- depth interviews with farmers. The f indings 

of  this survey conf irmed the issue of  knowledge loss, which was even ident if ied by a number of  

respondents themselves, not ing the decline in cat t le rearing post - de- collect ivisat ion
3
. The 

                                                 
1
 Field work was carried out  in 2005- 06 by Caleb Wall within the f ramework of  the interdisciplinary project  

“Economic and Ecological Rest ructuring of  Land and Water Use in the Region Khorezm (Uzbekistan)” of  the Center 

for Development  Research (ZEF). 
2
 We are conscious here that  pre- 1920 knowledge on livestock was far f rom stat ic. Rather the Russian Imperial 

history has bought  with it  considerable amounts of  new knowledge and dif ferent  animal breeds. Likewise the 

gradual shif t  away from nomadic and pastoral livestock product ion towards cent ralised rearing should not  be seen 

in an historical context . Rather we are discussing a phenomenon of  post - Soviet  knowledge loss which is very 

dif ferent  f rom these knowledge ‘t ransit ions’ between dif ferent  modes of  product ion, because it  was the shock event  

of  decollect ivisat ion that  dest royed one system of knowledge whilst  not  fully developing the new system. This is 

thus a study of  knowledge in dynamic t ransit ion. 
3
 For instance, over 80% of respondents had cat t le, sheep or both, yet  only 17% of these respondents claimed to 

have had any formal or informal t raining in livestock health of  foddering pract ices. 
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educat ion level of  those involved in livestock tasks, most  important ly feeding and milking, was 

limited. Very few respondents expressed any knowledge of  sanitary and hygiene rules associated 

with milking, the one woman who did employ a st rategy for sanitat ion possessed this 

‘specialised’ knowledge because of  Soviet  era t raining. Whereas two of  the respondents (both 

men) were owners of  a large number of  cat t le and possessed a superior level of  knowledge 

about  the anatomy and feeding requirements of  cows, yet  professed that  they applied lit t le of  

this. We were unable to fully understand why this was the case, but  our suspicion is t hat  the 

cause is t ied up with the ceiling on ent repreneurship discussed later in this paper. Another 

interest ing aspect  of  livestock knowledge is t he gendered issue of  knowledge t ransmission 

within the family st ructure. To quote direct ly f rom a research assistant : 

“People learn farming most ly f rom family members, f rom their childhood taking care of  

cat t le is one part  of  their life. There is no special age or t ime to teach farming for children, they 

learn farming as a one part  of  their daily lives. According to the survey, male children learn 

farming from their fathers, 18 men from the 27 male respondents learnt  farming from their 

fathers. The other learnt  farming f rom the everyday life pract ice, this could have been the 

absence of  their father or they lived with their mother in the childhood. The female farmers 

learn farming both f rom female members of  the family and the male members of  family. For 

example, in the survey, 10 female farmers learnt  farming from their mothers and 11 women 

learnt  f rom their father and both f rom mother and father” 

This male dominated knowledge t ransmission process, combined with the issue of  

knowledge loss reinforces the importance of  understanding how cultural norms f ind their 

expression in knowledge sharing processes, even in cases where this knowledge is diminishing. 

What  it  also illust rates is the state of  “relat ive ignorance” and indeed the post - 1991 growth of  

ignorance, which has occurred in rural Uzbekistan. This is not  to say that  no knowledge exists, 

on the cont rary rural Khorezm illust rates the ways in which farmers respond to challenges in 

creat ive ways. For instance how social networks are used to promote the breeding of  cat t le and 

sheep with those f rom other kishlaks (villages). Here farmers are demonst rat ing that  they 

understand the risks of  inbreeding (and indeed vocalised this understanding in interviews) and 

are act ing upon this knowledge in a culturally grounded manner. That  is using exist ing social 

and community linkages with other kishlaks to mutual benef it . This is another instance where 

knowledge takes a form and funct ion which mirrors the cultural context  in which it  operates. 

Equally we should remember the polit ical power funct ion that  knowledge plays in agriculture 

and realise that  Soviet  cent ralisat ion of  product ion and the specialisat ion that  this entailed 

were not  polit ically neut ral, rather the process served to further the cent ralisat ion of  cont rol 

and to reinforce cent ral power. With the collapse in agriculture, there have been masters and 

large scale farmers who have been able to prof it  f rom superior knowledge (or polit ical 

connect ions) to build businesses based on the knowledge def icit  of  others. Thus the knowledge 

loss is dynamic, it  is changing and local solut ions are being developed to confront  the post -

1991 collapse or livestock knowledge. 

 

2. Post  Harvest  Processing 

 

During the Soviet  period almost  all indust rial processing of  raw agricultural materials 

occurred outside of  Uzbekistan and Cent ral Asia (Spoor, 1999: 5). Cot ton, wool, leather and 

other agricultural commodit ies were ‘exported’ to other Soviet  Republics for processing, in 

accordance with the Soviet  doct rine of  division of  labour
4
. This created a system of  agricultural 

product ion and dependency, reminiscent  of  European colonialism, with uneven development  and 

reciprocal dif ferent iat ion (Wall, 2004: Ch.3; Kandiyot i, 2002a) and one that  had a deleterious 

                                                 
4
 Interest ingly, this was taken as much from descript ive work of Marx on the capitalist  labour process as it  was 

f rom the normat ive writ ings of  the American management  scient ist  Taylor. 
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effect  upon indigenous knowledge in Khorezm. Without  entering into the discourse on whether 

Soviet  rule of  Cent ral Asia const ituted a colonial relat ionship, it  is worthwhile not ing that  the 

impact  on the indigenous knowledge regarding commodity processing bears much in common 

with colonial experiences f rom India and elsewhere. So just  as colonial India was created as a 

dependent , vassal, state by way of  moving all processing of  cot ton towards England (Baran, 

1957) a similar case arguably occurred in Uzbekistan. This is because the knowledge associated 

with how to process agricultural commodit ies, such as cot ton and wool, was simply ‘lost ’ or 

dest royed between 1917 and 1991.  

Cot ton prior to the Soviet  period was also grown to order for Tsarist  authorit ies and 

processing was cent ralised towards Moscow (Peachy, 2004: 3). The at tempts at  creat ing post -

harvest  facilit ies in the period af ter 1991 have had mixed success, whilst  the indust rialisat ion of  

the cot ton indust ry remains a state priorit y, numerous formal and informal barriers are erected. 

The economic and polit ical problems behind these barriers are the topic for another study. 

Rather, we focus here on a common commodity, wool. Whilst  cot ton is economically, 

ecologically and socially the most  important  crop in Khorezm and Uzbekistan; post - harvest  

processing remains slight  (Kandiyot i; 2002a, 2002b). Likewise wool plays a minor role in the 

economy of  Khorezm, yet  holds considerable potent ial, as explored below.  

 

Case Study: Wool Processing 

 

We know from historical writ ings that  there was a well developed wool indust ry in Khiva 

during the ‘Kushan’ period (Tolstov, 1948) and it  is reasonable to assume that  domest ic 

processing occurred unt il the imposit ion of  soviet  rule (circa 1917- 1924). However, there is lit t le 

indigenous processing of  wool occurring in Khorezm today. Whilst  small domest ic product ion of  

woollen socks and gloves does occur, this is a rather specialised act ivit y; we were able to f ind 

only two households in the research village who were engaged in this t rade
5
. Likewise, there are 

two carpet  factories in Khorezm which process large amounts of  wool, yet  these operate outside 

of  the indigenous knowledge system. Economically, wool products make up only a f ract ion of  

internal t rade and are negligible in terms of  exports (Ruzmetov et  al., 2004: 8- 10). Yet  sheep 

rearing is quite common in Khorezm, with 16% of respondents to our rural survey (N=457?) 

report ing that  they kept  sheep
6
. Thus we at tempted to explore why it  is that  wool is not  being 

processed and found that  knowledge loss is a signif icant  cont ribut ing factor. For instance, one 

informant , the owner of  over one hundred sheep and forty goats, which he grazes in the desert , 

is an eloquent  example of  how far the wool processing indust ry has declined. Despite having 

such a large f lock, it  is simply not  economically worthwhile to sell his f leeces “I get  50 cym
7
 per 

kilo of  wool – it  costs that  much just  to shear the wool – I am not  interested” (Polvon, 

Interview, 13 May, 2005). Thus each year the wool is composted in the desert  and goes to 

waste. This is an understandable react ion to problemat ic economic condit ions and is perhaps 

lit t le related to knowledge loss. However, the astounding aspect  of  the Polvon case study is that  

he is interested in making a prof it  f rom his wool and sees it  as potent ially valuable. Yet  he 

admit ted to be unaware how he could make a prof it  f rom this latent  resource. One opt ion 

involved turning the wool in ropes, with which to tether his sheep at  night . Yet  even for this he 

was going to have to consult  a ‘master
8
’ (in this case an agricultural engineer) to access this 

knowledge.  

                                                 
5
 It  is of  course possible that  the kishlak was except ional or that  we simply missed a form of  processing, however 

the experiences were of  a considerable level of  ignorance about  wool processing. 
6
 An average of  5.94 sheep per household which reported having sheep, with a maximum of 25 and a minimum of 

one. 
7
 Approximately US$ 0.05 / EUR 0.04 in 2005. 

8
 An emic term from Khorezm which denotes ‘mastership’ in a part icular realm of  knowledge. For more discussion 

see Wall (2006). 
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This stands in some cont rast  to the Khiva carpet  factory, which was established in 1972, 

producing wool- synthet ic blended carpets for around the Soviet  Union (Interviews with factory 

manager and head of  work brigade, 7 October, 2005). Whilst  there were obvious disrupt ions in 

the immediate period af ter 1991 and the disintegrat ion of  the Soviet  Union, the factory has 

been able to cont inue product ion, indeed in 2001 a large investment  was made in buying new 

German technologies (Field notes, 7 October, 2005). In discussions with the various ‘brigade 

leaders’, the heads of  each manufacturing process in a form of  labour organisat ion imported 

f rom the Soviet  era, each demonst rated how they were able to apply their knowledge and adapt  

to new realit ies of  operat ing post - 1991 (Field notes, 7 October, 2005). Indeed, the investment  in 

the German technology meant  that  new knowledge was acquired, and adapted to suit  local 

condit ions, reversing this t rend of  knowledge loss. It  is worth not ing that  now they use much 

less wool in their carpets, explained both in terms of  cost  and in the dif f icult ies of  sourcing 

qualit y wool domest ically. Given the low price for wool explored above, this disconnect  may 

suggest  that  there is a crucial need for development  in the wool post - harvest  sector, and one 

that  certainly involves knowledge as a cent ral point . 

 

As explored elsewhere in greater detail (Wall, 2006; Wall & Lamers, 2004; Kandiyot i, 

2003), the state’s cont rol over the labour process (direct  power) and indirect  cont rol impeding 

innovat ion, both lead to this knowledge loss and the failure of  the local knowledge system to 

innovate. By rest rict ing (through power relat ionships) the development  of  new technologies, and 

cont inuing to cont rol labour in a manner which favours large scale ‘mechanised’ indust ries the 

local knowledge system has been unable to develop or rediscover the knowledge needed to 

process wool. Rather a set  of  economic barriers, discussed later, combine with a simple lack of  

alternat ive sources for knowledge. The state retains a monopoly on agricultural knowledge, 

cont rolling through direct  and indirect  means what  knowledge can be developed. In the case of  

wool processing, it  is not  a state priorit y and thus the local system remains in ignorance of  how 

to process this potent ially valuable product . 

 

3. Post - Soviet  Knowledge Loss 

 

Knowledge loss in Khorezm was not  rest ricted to the Soviet  period. In the years since 

1991, when the Soviet  Union collapsed, farming in Khorezm has gone through signif icant  

reorganisat ion, which has at  t imes led to even more knowledge loss. Whilst  the Soviet  era 

system of  knowledge governance was imperfect , it  did provide a well resourced agricultural 

research infrast ructure (Morgunov & Zuidema, 2001). The examples of  knowledge loss discussed 

above refer to processes which were either related to Soviet - era agricultural organisat ion or 

which were on- going at  the t ime of  independence. We discuss here two instances of  where the 

demise of  the USSR led direct ly to knowledge loss in Khorezm. 

 

Case Study: Kolkhoz Communism Cat t le Farm 

 

An eloquent  example of  knowledge loss is that  of  a large private cat t le farm just  outside 

of  kolkhoz Communism
9
 in Gurlan. It  consists of  200 cows, 12 pigs, 70 hectares of  cropped land 

and 15 employees. Privat ised f rom the collect ive in 2001, it  was sold to the local animal expert  

who had worked at  it  previously and who held high esteem within the village. He had studied 

animal sciences in a Moscow Inst itute and was a ‘master’ in animal health and milk processing. 

It  seems that  the specialised knowledge of  this ‘master’ was a key rat ionale for why it  was 

privat ised to him and not  to another individual, t he purchasing process remained opaque. This 

was described by the current  farm manager in that  the ‘master’ had understood how to make 

                                                 
9
 Now of f icially going by another name, but  locally referred in the old manner 
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excellent  cheese, how to care for the animals when they were sick and was an ‘expert ’ on all 

issues of  farm and livestock management  (Interview, 19 May, 2005). When we were shown 

around the farm, the current  manager spoke of  all the challenges that  they now face as a 

business because the ‘master’ died the previous year at  the age of  43 -  leaving only young sons 

(the oldest  being in the 8
th

 grade, circa 15 years old) and married daughters. Thus it  was lef t  to 

his wife to cont inue as manager – even though she had some t raining whilst  living in Moscow, 

she was not  a ‘master
10

’. Thus all the accumulated knowledge of  the ‘master’ was lost , with very 

lit t le evidence that  those lef t  behind were able to cont inue. “We carry on doing our own jobs as 

before, but  do not  know how to do many things that  the master knew” (Interview, 19 May, 

2005). The decline in the farm was palpable. Only 14 of  the 200 cows gave milk anymore, there 

was a lack of  knowledge about  breeding and encouraging milk product ion. Likewise, the 

business no longer produced cheese of  any sort , instead selling (less prof itable and less 

t ransportable) cream on the local market . The most  post - harvest  processing that  occurred on 

site was the boiling of  cream to make baby food, ut ilising only a Chinese separator (to separate 

the cream) and a wood f ired kazan (large pot ) to boil the cream in. In 2005 the business was, for 

the f irst  t ime, growing cot ton -  largely because they have been unable to cont inue making 

money from the cows.  

 

Other ef forts at  diversif icat ion, which had been started by the ‘master’, were f lagging for 

instance pig product ion. It  was init ially the idea of  the master, but  af ter he died the herd is 

being slowly culled. One example of  knowledge loss within the farm became evident  at  an 

occasion when a f irst  t ime mother pig crushed all but  one of  her piglet s. The manager did not  

know if  this was normal or what  to do about  it . They had only two sources for knowledge to 

replace that  which was lost . Either f rom the Farmers Union in Gurlan which provided booklets, 

or f rom the wife of  the deceased master, with few other opt ions apparent ly open to them. In 

either instance this external knowledge could not  replace the knowledge that  was suddenly lost  

with the early death of  the ‘master’, and with only young sons and no other knowledge 

reproduct ion st rategy, this knowledge was lost  to the cat t le farm. This incidence clearly shows 

the importance of  a succession of  generat ions for knowledge loss in case there are no 

inst itut ionalised avenues to pass on local knowledge. 

 

What  this illust rates in the case of  post - Soviet  Uzbekistan is that  the agricultural 

knowledge system has been unable to adapt  to the economic and social disrupt ions of  post -

1991 independence. There are insuf f icient  levels of  knowledge within the local system and, 

const rained by the state, it  is not  possible for the local system to innovate and create new 

knowledge internally, or to access external knowledge sources outside of  the state system. As a 

corollary of  this, we see how state cont rol and interests are actually enhanced by the situat ion, 

with the farm turning (voluntarily, if  for want  of  other choices) towards cot ton product ion 

which is a cent ral state interest . Thus the states monopoly on agricultural knowledge is 

reinforced, with this ‘privat ised’ farm revert ing to the cent ralised knowledge of  the state for 

cot ton, precisely because of  knowledge loss f rom the local knowledge system. 

 

Case Study: Seed Select ion  

 

Seed select ion has, for some species, deteriorated rapidly in the post - Socialist  period. 

The loss of  improved variet ies, especially for maize, has been caused by a break down in the 

collect ive systems of  seed breeding, select ion and dist ribut ion. Whilst  the GoU has been largely 

ef fect ive in ensuring the supply of  improved variet ies of  cot ton and wheat  (the st rategic crops) 

                                                 
10

 How much of  this was because of  her gender and how much was because of  a lack of  knowledge we are unsure 

of . 
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there has been a decline in the availabilit y and qualit y of  improved seeds for maize and some 

other cultures, including potatoes (Nasriddin, Interview, 26 April, 2005). So whilst  state 

at tent ion is focused on the two st rategic crops, which command their own breeding cent res, 

other crops lack cent ralised seed select ion cent res. In many ways seeds are a physical 

expression, an artefact , of  knowledge. The abilit y to select  and reproduce improved variet ies 

involves a complex set  of  knowledge, for example procedural knowledge in how to select  seeds 

and dynamic knowledge in constant ly improving st rains, and the end result  of  improved seeds 

are an expression of  this knowledge chain.  

 

Seeds are symbols, invested with knowledge, which illust rate how indigenous knowledge 

is created, shared and used. Yet  what  we observed in Khorezm was that  this knowledge chain 

had been broken. Seed improvement  techniques that  we know existed during the Soviet  period 

(various archival sources; Nasriddin, Interview, 26 April, 2005) have subsequent ly broken down. 

For example the sovkhozes and kolkhozes previously conducted a lot  of  their own seed select ion 

and storage for non- st rategic crops whereas cot ton and wheat  were generally the concern of  

higher inst itutes or specialised academies (Truth in Khorezm, 22 August , 1959). This was 

conducted by t rained specialists, within the ambit  of  their work at  the collect ive farm, and these 

seeds were then also passed horizontally and vert ically upwards through the network of  

collect ive farms (Unknown, 1988: 308- 310). What  improved seed did exist  for variet ies such as 

Maize in the form of  imported hybrids, of ten labelled locally as ‘Ulughbek’, was dist ributed 

through the kolkhoz farm system. In post - Socialist  Khorezm non- st rategic crops are increasingly 

grown from heritage seeds that  the farmers collect  themselves. This reversion to heritage seeds 

has been signif icant , necessitated by the break down in the former kolkhoz farms and systems of  

seed select ion and improvement  (Van Dusen, 2006). If  we accept  that  seeds are the physical 

manifestat ion of  a knowledge chain, then it  is fair to discuss the qualit y of  these seeds (in terms 

of  harvest  qualit y and yield) as an expression of  t he knowledge inherent  in these seeds. This is 

where knowledge has been lost  in post - Soviet  Uzbekistan.  

 

The variet ies of  seeds available for crucial fodder crops such as maize and sorghum are 

inferior to those previously available in collect ive farms (Nasriddin, Interview, 13 April, 2005). 

The same is even t rue, to a lesser extent , with wheat . Whilst  specialised breeding cent res do 

exist  within Uzbekistan, it  would appear that  high qualit y wheat  seeds are not  dist ributed 

through the former kolkhoz system. Whether for lack of  infrast ructure, f inance or polit ical will, 

state plan farmers do not  always receive improved wheat  seeds (ibid.). Indeed, our interviews 

ident if ied that  it  was necessary for a farmer to t ravel to the Jizzax or Samarkand rayons in order 

to buy improved wheat  seeds. The same is not  t rue for all crops. Indeed imported European 

seeds for various kit chen vegetables and cash crops such as watermelon; cucumber and 

tomatoes are available in the bazaars of  Khorezm
11

. Yet  this importat ion is exact ly the point , 

there has been a loss of  knowledge of  improved seed variet ies and how to develop these within 

Uzbekistan. The increased reliance on seed sources f rom outside of  Uzbekistan is emblemat ic of  

the knowledge lost  in the post - Soviet  period. Although it  should be noted that  this situat ion is 

complex, as vegetable product ion has recovered to almost  pre- 1991 levels (Ali et  al., 2003: 21). 

Yet  this has been because of  indigenous knowledge creat ion and local knowledge sharing, rather 

than because of  any explicit  state assistance (see next  case study, also Van Dusen, 2006). So 

whilst  the state has cont inued to invest  in cot ton and wheat  product ion, this somewhat  myopic 

policy has lead to a marked reduct ion in the qualit y of  genet ic material for other crops, 

especially those which provide nut rit ive fodder for livestock. This is because the state does not  

prof it  f rom areas of  agriculture outside of  cot ton and wheat , yet  exercises cont rol over the 
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 Vegetable seed dist ribut ion is discussed in more depth in a case study in the next  sect ion. 
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ent ire agricultural product ion process. This rest ricts the development  of  local knowledge 

because innovat ion is not  encouraged or even really allowed.  

 

With the break down of  Soviet  era capacity in seed select ion, there has not  been 

investment  f rom the state in non- st rategic crops. In some cases the knowledge to do so has 

‘leaked’ back to Russia, in other cases the knowledge potent ially exists to select  bet ter seeds but  

the physical infrast ructure to allow this knowledge to be used, is not  present . Because seeds are 

a carrier of  knowledge, the knowledge on seed select ion needs to be used to be ef fect ive, in the 

absence of  use this knowledge is being lost , and it  is only being recovered because of  the 

growth of  indigenous knowledge in Khorezm (see next  sect ion) rather than because of  any state 

assistance. This demonst rates how knowledge loss is more f luent  than might  otherwise be 

assumed, as we see clear evidence in the case study on seed select ion, of  how local people 

(especially women) are act ively creat ing and sharing knowledge through their select ive breeding 

(and sharing) of  vegetable seeds, using both indigenous and int roduced variet ies to deliver 

improved nut rit ional and economic outcomes. 

 

4. Limits on Knowledge 

 

“ If  I get  more I will have to give all to the kolkhoz, there are a lot  of  taxes ... everyone 

wants a tax. The environmental protect ion department , the customs, everyone... so it  is not  

worth having more sheep” (Polvon, Interview, 13 May, 2005). 

There are also limits on individual farmers and on agriculture in general that  cont ribute 

to this phenomenon of  post - Soviet  Knowledge loss. It  has been said that  “there are no medium 

sized businesses in Uzbekistan, only large and small ones” (Rasanayagam, 2002: 55). This 

ref lects the dominance of  state sponsored companies in all spheres of  the economy. Whether 

these are of f icial monopolies such as the cot ton sector, or businesses which are of f icially private 

yet  are cont rolled by the same polit ical class that  cont rols the rest  of  society and the economy, 

so called ‘minister millionaires’. At  the farm level these rest rict ions are played out  in a ‘ceiling’ 

that  is placed upon individual ambit ions and ent repreneurialism. Wealth building and value 

adding to commodit ies is possible only to the extent  that  ones’ polit ical capital allows, which in 

the case of  most  ‘kolkhozniks’ (rural farmers) is very low. Without  going into the details of  the 

economic system, the ef fect  that  this has on knowledge creat ion is st if ling. Farmers remain 

unwilling to expand their product ion (see above quote) because of  a real concern that  they will 

end up worse of f . Processors of  raw products express a similar concern (Interview, 11 May, 

2005). Likewise, because the labour process remains state rather than enterprise cont rolled, 

insuf f icient  surpluses are being generated to allow experimentat ion and greater knowledge 

f lows. There is also a more direct  rest rict ion on innovat ion, with state norms and mandated 

methods prevent ing the development  of  local knowledge. Thus the precondit ions for knowledge 

creat ion, to replace knowledge that  has been displaced with the fall of  Communism, do not  

exist  in Khorezm, nor is t he current  government  allowing such a condit ion to develop because of  

the link between power and knowledge, which is cent ral to state cont rol over agriculture. These 

limitat ions and rest rict ions on economic life, which have direct  consequences for knowledge 

creat ion and loss, should be considered as part  of  the system of knowledge within Khorezm, as a 

key const raint  to indigenous development . This is because knowledge would be able to develop 

indigenously were it  possible for producers to prof it  f rom further developing their product ion 

and labour processes. Yet  this is not  possible under the current  system of  state economic and 

knowledge cont rol. 
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3. Theoretical Implications 

 

What  is clear f rom the examples in rural Khorezm is that  there is a phenomenon of  

‘Knowledge Loss’. This is when knowledge within the local knowledge system disappears or 

ceases to be available. The displacement  of  old knowledge with new knowledge is a natural, 

indeed essent ial, aspect  of  a dynamic knowledge system (cf . ‘normal science’, Kuhn, 1972). This 

is not  the type of  loss we wish to discuss here; indeed we dist inguish between this process of  

‘normal science’ where new knowledge displaces the old, and genuine knowledge loss. Rather 

when we conceptualise knowledge loss, it  is it  t he dest ruct ion or leakage of  knowledge from a 

discrete knowledge system. This form of  knowledge loss is not  replaced and thus is dist inguished 

from displaced knowledge. So when old knowledge is improved upon and new lessons learnt  this 

form of  loss is not  of  concern, it  is only when knowledge is lost  and not  replaced, that  we 

consider this the concern of  knowledge management . We theorise here that  knowledge loss is 

an area of  crucial interest  for knowledge management  and knowledge governance literature, 

because it  demonst rates a failure in a knowledge management  (or governance) system. Parallel 

to ‘market  failure’ we can therefore speak of  ‘knowledge system failure’ or in short  ‘knowledge 

failure’. Whilst  some level of  knowledge loss is probably unavoidable (through leakage into other 

systems) it  demonst rates a failure to adequately manage and ut ilise the knowledge of  a 

community, organisat ion or nat ion state. Thus it  merit s greater at tent ion in the literature. 

Moreover, the phenomenon of  knowledge loss would not  appear to be rest ricted to any one 

system of  knowledge, examples abound in universit ies, companies and indeed nat ion states
12

. 

The local knowledge systems studied in this paper certainly suf fered some ext reme instances of  

systemat ic knowledge loss, related to the downfall of  the Soviet  Union and the impediments to 

innovat ion that  the governance st ructure enforces.  

 

We theorise that  there are various causes for the loss of  this knowledge, ranging f rom 

the death of a knowledge broker, through to an at t rit ion of  knowledge due to misuse. These 

drivers of  the knowledge loss phenomenon are explored in greater depth in the subsect ion 

below. However we would caut ion that  the term ‘knowledge loss’ does not  necessarily mean 

that  the knowledge is dest royed or is irret rievable, as there are cases in which knowledge is not  

so much lost  as ‘leaked’ to another knowledge system. Thus the knowledge st ill exists, just  not  

in the same knowledge system. This ‘leakage’ is discussed as one of  the drivers of  knowledge 

loss, along with the other drivers of  displacement  and misuse. Finally, we discuss the theoret ical 

aspects of  knowledge loss, at tempt ing to establish some criteria for how to classify knowledge 

loss as a phenomenon worthy of  study in knowledge management  (KM) and knowledge 

governance. Knowledge loss is certainly an important  area of  study for KM theorists, as we 

at tempt  to bet ter manage exist ing knowledge resources.  

 

1. Drivers of  Knowledge Loss  

 

Knowledge is lost  f rom a community in a number of  dif ferent  ways. Detailed here are the 

most  common forms of  knowledge loss as experienced in the f ield research presented above. 

Whilst  some of  these modes or drivers of  knowledge loss may be unique to the f ield set t ing of  

rural Uzbekistan, many are not . Likewise, dif ferent  communit ies of  knowledge (e.g. the corporate 

world) may experience dif ferent  manifestat ions of  knowledge loss, although we suggest  that  the 

drivers may be similar, even if  the form they take is dif ferent . 
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i. Death or Displacement  

 

Because knowledge is communicated between and carried by humans, when an 

individual dies or leaves a group, the knowledge they once held can be lost  to the group or 

community. We saw in the case of  the kolkhoz communism cat t le farm, how the death of  one 

key individual, especially a ‘master’ who held unique knowledge, had a deleterious impact  on 

knowledge in the community. Certainly in local knowledge systems, where most  knowledge is 

held personally and in an unwrit ten form, the risk of  a ‘master’ dying has implicat ions on the 

knowledge of  the community. Yet  it  is not  only death that  can cause knowledge loss, but  also 

simply an individual leaving the group, say, to take up alternat ive employment . It  is thus 

predictable that  knowledge is ‘lost ’ to a system of  knowledge because most  knowledge is held 

by individuals, not  collect ively. Yet  we f ind it  surprising that  the issue of  key staf f  moving (or 

dying, somewhat  more dramat ic) is considered more of  a human resource management  than a 

knowledge management  issue. Thus we would argue for a greater recognit ion in the literature of  

the risks of  death and displacement  for knowledge loss. 

 

i i. M isuse and Misplacement  

 

Knowledge can also be lost  if  it  is misused or misplaced. That  is, if  knowledge is not  

applied and ut ilised, then it  can be lost  altogether. Certainly pract ical know- how, apt itude, is 

lost  if  it  is not  used and t ransmit ted (shared) in it s use. We see in the local knowledge system 

how collect ivisat ion and the cent ralisat ion of post - harvest  processing meant  that  local 

knowledge was lost  precisely because it  was not  able to be ut ilised. This was not  necessarily 

through any at tempts at  indoct rinat ion or through wilful misplacing of  the knowledge. Rather 

the indigenous knowledge on these topics was not  used, thus it  was not  passed on f rom 

generat ion to generat ion, and it  has been ‘lost ’ to the knowledge community. The issue of  

unique indigenous knowledge being ‘dest royed’ is discussed in the literature, especially in cases 

of  the medicinal uses of  plants and of  indigenous methods of  conservat ion (cf . Stevens, 1997; 

Benz et  al., 2000). However, in the case of  Khorezm this indigenous knowledge has been lost  or 

dest royed for some t ime and it  is only now (with the paucity of  knowledge in the post - Soviet  

agricultural system) that  this loss is acutely felt . As lamentable as the loss of  indigenous 

knowledge is, the more important  issue now is prevent ing the cont inued knowledge loss which 

is not  being matched by developments in the rural economy or local knowledge system. The 

converse aspect  of  this is how indigenous innovat ion can be used to recreate knowledge which 

has been misused and misplaced, whilst  prevent ing further knowledge loss. 

 

iii. Leakage  

 

Knowledge loss does not  always mean that  the knowledge has been dest royed or lost  

ent irely f rom the universe of  knowledge. Rather f rom a systems perspect ive, all it  denotes is that  

knowledge has been lost  f rom the community or knowledge system. Thus a farmer moving f rom 

Khorezm and migrat ing to Russia (a common occurrence) carries with them a great  deal of  

knowledge which is ‘lost ’ to the community in Khorezm, yet  which cont ributes to agricultural 

knowledge in the recipient  localit y (thus it  is displaced). We label here this as ‘leakage’, a form 

of  knowledge loss which is perhaps less dramat ic than knowledge ‘dest ruct ion’. The impact  on 

the community (or potent ially corporat ion) is perhaps similar in that  their access to the 

knowledge is lost . Yet  leaked knowledge is potent ially ret rievable (though it  may not  be) and 

does cont inue to exist  in another knowledge system, with which knowledge sharing should st ill 

be possible. Thus leakage is the least  dramat ic form of  knowledge loss, yet  it  is st ill an important  

driver.  
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Another form of  knowledge leaking refers to the change of  knowledge from one domain 

into another. Medical knowledge in cat t le farming may no longer be used in that  part icular 

domain but  may f ind acceptance in small animal farming. 

 

4. Conclusion: Towards a Theory of Knowledge Loss 

 

Knowledge loss is not  a remote phenomenon, unique to one knowledge system. Rather 

we argue that  the loss of  knowledge is an issue for other knowledge systems as well. Knowledge 

loss is certainly a concern for anthropologists working on indigenous knowledge, fearful of  

‘losing’ indigenous knowledge ent irely as a result  of  modernisat ion (cf . Cox, 2000). Equally, staf f  

movements within the corporate world probably lead to a large amount  of  knowledge 

displacement , yet  staf f  (and thus knowledge) retent ion is more of ten seen as a human resource 

than a knowledge management  issue. Similarly in academia, which thrives on the wide 

interchange of  knowledge and ideas and openly promotes the exchange of  knowledge, much of  

this knowledge can be ‘leaked’ (i.e. it  leaves academia for another knowledge community, say, a 

corporat ion) or it  can be ‘lost ’ altogether. Thus we at tempt  here to explain in theoret ical terms 

how knowledge loss operates, what  are the drivers of  knowledge loss and how these can be 

ameliorated. We suggest  that  knowledge loss is a failure of  knowledge management  insofar as it  

demonst rates a lack of  knowledge sharing, disseminat ion and use. The cent ral argument  being 

that  knowledge must  be reproduced (or stored in a repository) for it  to be used and to cont inue 

to exist . Because local knowledge resides in individuals, who are apt  to move to dif ferent  

knowledge systems (leakage) their doing so carries with them a considerable amount  of  

knowledge. Key to reducing this is ef fect ive knowledge sharing during the t ime they are within 

the community or organisat ion. This provides the inherent  benef it  of  greater knowledge 

ut ilisat ion through greater knowledge sharing, as well as reducing the risks of  knowledge loss. 

Yet , individuals do not  always share knowledge, when they do this sharing can be part ial. In 

many cases this is because of  the high t ransact ion cost  (and risk) associated with sharing their 

knowledge. We argue that  knowledge management  and knowledge governance theory needs to 

inform inst itut ions (informal and formal policies) which can int roduce bet ter protect ions for 

individuals t o share knowledge, in order to reduce the t ransact ion costs of  knowledge sharing. 

These t ransact ion costs can be lowered by guaranteeing cont inued ownership of  intellectual 

property, by establishing a proper policy f ramework for academic honesty and by enforcing 

these rules in a t ransparent  manner. In the case of  local knowledge the t ransact ion costs are 

somewhat  reduced by knowledge sharing within the family, shown in generat ional t ransfer of  

mastership. In the same way should projects, corporat ions and ult imately nat ion states develop 

st ructures which allow for enhanced knowledge sharing, by reducing the t ransact ion cost  of  

sharing this knowledge. Part  of  these systems must  allow for knowledge which is no longer 

relevant , which is not  useful or which is simply wrong, to be replaced by more appropriate 

knowledge. In this regard simple databases are somewhat  counterproduct ive as they do not  

encourage the dynamic displacement  and replacement  of  knowledge, which whilst  it  involves 

some knowledge ‘loss’ is actually a knowledge creat ion and sharing process. Thus we theorise 

knowledge loss as a phenomenon to be evidence of  poor knowledge management . In it s own 

right  it  is a failure of  management  and governance to allow knowledge resources, expensively 

produced within the community, to be lost . On a wider level it  evidences a lack of  knowledge 

reproduct ion and retent ion, which can be seen as a result  of  excessive t ransact ion costs and 

risks to knowledge sharing.  
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