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Knowledge in rural transitions
Formal and informal underpinnings of land governance in
Khorezm

Kristof van Assche, Anna‐Katharina Hornidge

Abstract
We analyze the shifting selections and roles of knowledge in rapidly evolving rural governance,
exemplified by the complex transition of land governance in Khorezm, a province of Uzbekistan.
Through a study of the evolution of various organizations involved in land governance at
different spatial scales, we reconstruct the changing patterns of formality and informality in the
organization and management of land in this irrigated rural area. These patterns, we argue, are
crucial in understanding which forms of knowledge could and can play a role in spatial decision‐
making. It is further argued that a widening gap between formal and informal institutions,
aggravated by the rhetorical persistence of Soviet planning mythologies, makes it increasingly
hard to discern which knowledge plays a role in spatial decision‐making. This situation is bound
to hinder planning and development attempts involving the development and application of
knowledge. While many observed mechanisms of knowledge selection seem specific to post‐
Soviet transition, we argue that they are present in every situation where planning mythologies
and path‐dependencies mark the evolution of rural governance, and that they ought to be
studied in their own context before deciding which knowledge could drive development.
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1 Introduction
Uzbekistan is one of many transition countries that has grappled with the rural question, the
question on how to reorganize rural areas regarded by the Soviets as production space, and
dominated by collective farms that, for all practical purposes, represented local government
(Ioffe et al 2006, Humphrey 1998, Kandiyoti 2002; Wegren 1989). After independence,
Uzbekistan took its own path of rural reform, with an emphasis on the already important cotton
sector, and a new accent on wheat production to improve food safety. A gradual and controlled
privatization of land took place, leading to the replacement of the kolkhoz‐sovkhoz structure
with a myriad of successor organizations and several types of farms and farmers. A process that
has been described in detail by Veldwisch & Spoor (2008), Trevisani (2008, 2007), Wall (2006,
2008), Abdullayev et al. (2008), Abdullaev and Mollinga (2010), Yalcin and Mollinga (2007),
Oberkircher et al. (2010, forthcoming b), Djanibekov et al. (2010), Shtaltovna et al.
(forthcoming), Subramanian et al. (forthcoming), Nizamedinkhodjayeva et al. (forthcoming) and
others.
We build on their insights in the mapping of the evolution of land governance in one largely
rural region, Khorezm province. Here, in the frame of an interdisciplinary research project on
sustainable landscape change1, we conducted interviews with officials at the regional level
(Khorezm) and local level, as well as with a variety of other actors involved or formerly involved
in the organization of land and land use. In the following, we will call the network of
organizations involved in the coordination of policies and practices affecting the organization of
space ‘the planning system’.
We reconstruct the changing roles of knowledge in the evolving planning system, with a focus
on organizations as actors. Theoretically, we lean on the social systems theory of Niklas
Luhmann (1984, 1990a, 2000) and institutional economics in the line of Douglass North (1998,
2005), Avner Greif (2006) and Thrain Eggertsson (2005). The notion of ‘knowledge’ we define
along the lines of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann who regard everything as knowledge that
is perceived as such in and by society (1966). While broad, this definition underlines the socially
constructed character of knowledge, being defined, redefined, used, instrumentalized or
abandoned by social actors. It encompasses all types of knowledge mobilized by actors (i.e.
everyday versus expert knowledge, routine and formulaic knowledge, tacit versus explicit, local
versus global knowledge, etc.). As such, it is compatible with social systems theory, rooted in
constructivist epistemologies, and can be re‐specified using a systems framework (cf Luhmann
1990a). Taking these multiple forms of knowledge that influence decision‐making in the
participating organizations as starting point, we reconstruct the evolution of both formal and
informal institutions in the planning system.
Sarah Amsler assesses the politics of knowledge in post‐Soviet Central Asia and states: “…the
discrepancy between ideological and lived reality continues to complicate the cultural meaning
1
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of ‘truth’” (2007:145). We will argue that this gap between the ideological and lived reality or, as
we call it, the formal and informal institutions in the planning system is widening and
consequently, the gap between formal and informal knowledge requirements and channels of
mobilization in decision‐making. This situation increases opacity in the system, and raises
hurdles to planning reform by means of knowledge management, by means of
recommendations involving shifts in the knowledge streams.
Before we get to these policy implications, we introduce selected concepts from social systems
theory and institutional economics that will play a role in the case analysis. After this, we
analyze shifts in Uzbek rural land governance, focusing on organizational change, and the
capacity of the planning system to reshape any policy that enters the system as input. In the
analysis of the Uzbek case, the overhaul of rural governance starting from the collective farm
system is treated as a process of de‐institutionalization and re‐institutionalization (cf Ruble
1995, Elster et al. 1998, Verdery 2003), as a pattern of shifting roles and consequently,
knowledge streams (Van Assche et al. 2010, Hillier 2002, Gunder & Hillier 2009).

2

2 Method
Our field research took place in the province of Khorezm, south of the Aral Sea, from July to
November 2010. Our Khorezm investigations were framed by interviews in Tashkent, with
Uzbek and foreign experts at various academic institutions and at international organizations. In
Khorezm, we tried to take a comprehensive approach, and talk to employees and former
employees of many organizations with a present or former role in land governance: former
kolkhoz management, people at architecture departments (district and regional level), district
and regional cadastre people, building inspectors, others working in natural resource
management, in the various water organizations, forestry departments, and at Urgench State
University. At the local level, we conducted interviews in Ashirmat, Shavat, Kushkupyr, Amir
Timur, with retired kolkhoz management and representatives of kolkhoz successor organizations
(machine tractor parks, water user associations, cadastre office). In Urgench, we also
interviewed, and had many more informal conversations with the Uzbek and foreign experts
from the above mentioned ZEF‐Unesco project, in order to capitalize on their accumulated
experiences in the region.
Altogether, 85 interviews were conducted over a period of five months. Thus, the research can
be presented as a nested case study, involving three levels – village, region, state – with an
emphasis on the regional level as a site of observation, on organizations as object of analysis,
and embedded in a project history. Interviews took place at the ZEF‐Unesco project office, in the
offices of the organizations studied, and in the field. They took from one to three hours each,
were conducted in Russian or Uzbek, with the help of a translator, semi‐structured, with topic
lists, and coded for emerging narratives on organizational change. We will not quote people or
use quotes in the text, to respect the privacy of respondents and to avoid the impression that
the reasoning is based on the quotes only. Although we originally intended to collect Soviet‐era
and more recent plans and planning‐related documents, this proved difficult to a degree that a
representative sample could not be gathered.2
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The difficulties and challenges faced by social science research in Uzbekistan are well documented by
Wall and Mollinga (2008), Wall and Overton (2006) and Oberkircher (forthcoming c).
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3 Theoretical frame: organizations, knowledge, and land
planning
Organizations are the main unit of analysis. We understand organizations, in the line of social
systems theory and the organization theory inspired by it, as self‐reproducing social systems
(Luhmann 2000, Seidl 2005). Thus, organizations re‐create themselves by communicating
(Luhmann 1984). More precisely, they do this by taking decisions, the form of communication
specific to a particular organization. Organizations have external and internal environments. The
internal environment exists of sub‐organizations (departments), the external environment of
other organizations and, maybe counter‐intuitively, by people. People for Luhmann are psychic
systems, co‐evolved with social systems and sharing the medium of meaning. Because of that
shared medium, people can participate in organizations and organizations can easily include
people (Luhmann 1984, Dziewas 1992, Schemann 1992: 217ff).
As to the external environment, organizations in modern society cannot function without
embedding in what Luhmann, in this case leaning on Talcott Parsons (1967), calls the function
systems: law, politics, economy, science, education. Organizations train their own people, need
specific knowledge‐ and skill‐sets, get involved in legal procedures, are touched by legal and
political requirements, cannot afford to ignore financial bottom lines. Each function system
operates on the basis of specific distinctions in its internal reconstruction of external
environments: law e.g. sees the world through the selective glasses of the legal/illegal
distinction.
An organization, then, has access to many images of the world, of other organizations, of its
physical environment (Hernes & Bakken 2003, Schimank 2000). This can be ascribed to its
embeddings in many function systems, because of its internal differentiation in specialized sub‐
organizations, because of the people working for them, all capable of shifting between
discourses, between different systems of communication (Seidl & Becker 2005). This diversity of
internal perspectives increases the flexibility and hence adaptability of organizations. Flexibility
is further enhanced by the possibility to reflexively change the self‐image, guiding decision‐
making and adaptation. One could say that flexibility is dramatically increased by reflective
capacity (Van Assche et al 2011). Reflexivity allows an organization to reconsider at any given
point which criteria are important in decision‐making, to re‐configurate the decision‐making
premises. It allows it to change decision‐making procedures, to redefine the boundaries of the
organization, to change the selection of relevant environments, to create new departments or
roles in the organization (Czarniawska 1997, Brunsson 2002). Every consequence of reflexivity
mentioned here, entails a shift in the knowledge streams in the organization (Hopwood 1983,
Flyvbjerg 1998). A new organizational boundary, a new department, a new type of manager, all
these will imply a different selection of knowledge in decision‐making. Which type of knowledge
is allowed to enter the equation, to shape the calculations of decision‐making, hinges on these
organizational features that can be altered in self‐reflection (Gunder & Hillier 2009, Van Assche
et al 2010).
On the other hand, an organization is also marked by path dependence and interdependence, in
other words by rigidities (Van Assche et al 2011b, Seidl 2005).3 Even the most flexible and most
3

Sehring (2009) discusses the strong degree of path dependencies and institutional bricolage observable
in post‐Soviet water governance in Central Asia.
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self‐reflexive organization has to operate within a frame of rigidities. These rigidities stem from
the history of the organization (path dependence) and its environment (interdependence) (Van
Assche et al 2011a). In the evolution of an organization, it developed features that are hard to
change. A history of earlier decisions does shape the field of transformation options that is
available to an organization (Seidl 2005). This is the case because certain investments are hard
to undo, existing stocks of knowledge hard to unlearn (Scott 1998), because certain shifts in the
self‐image would dissociate, rather than transform the organization (Czarniawska 1997), and
also because self‐reflection is not comprehensive, it can never grasp every feature of the
organization and its pathway of transformation (Hernes & Bakken 2003, During et al 2009). Nor
is the grasp of the environment complete, e.g. the understanding of the dependence on other
organizations or on certain legal, political, educational environments (King & Thornhill 2003).
Knowledge in a social system’s perspective is not restricted to scientific knowledge, produced in
the scientific system and based on the distinction true/ false (Luhmann 1990a). Knowledge in an
organization has to include legal, economic, political knowledge, because of its necessary
embedding in various function systems (Seidl & Becker 2005). That means that not only the
distinction true/untrue acquires relevance in decision‐making, but also legal/illegal,
profitable/not profitable, learned/not learned. The medium of power comes into play, in the
sense of internal power‐games, but also in the sense that organizations will try to affect the
collective decision‐making in their environment (Flyvbjerg 1998, Luhmann 1990b). Within the
scope of science, diverse disciplines can be selected to play a role in the organization.
So, the decision‐premises in an organization, including the selectivity of knowledge in decision‐
making, are produced in the history of the organization, the history of interactions with its
internal and external environments (Luhmann 2000). Organizational identity is guiding the
decision‐making, but not exclusively. Some of the decision‐premises are not reflected upon,
others are not openly or formally recognized (Seidl 2005, During et al 2009). In the case of
decision‐premises that can be described as coordination mechanisms, not recognized as such in
the externally and internally communicated self‐image, we can speak of informal institutions.
The term is derived from North (1998) but adapted to a systems theoretical environment. The
dialectics between formal and informal institutions can be highly complex (Greif 2006, Brunsson
2002, Oberkircher et al. 2010), sometimes to the extent that formal and informal cannot be
clearly distinguished (Mielke et al. forthcoming, Hodgson 2006 )4, but we argue, in line with
North (2005) and Ledeneva (2005) that a distinction between formal and informal is a key
ingredient for the self‐ reproduction and adaptation of each organization.
Informal institutions are coordination mechanisms that differ from what is regarded as the
official procedure of coordination (cf Ledeneva 2005, Allina‐Pisano 2008, Van Assche et al 2010).
They can be reflected upon, as alternative rules and codes of action, and they can be
unconsciously reproduced, as traditional ways of coordination. Informal institutions necessarily
have implications for the self‐image, the goals, the use of resources in an organization. And they
have implications for the selectivity of knowledge and the precise roles of knowledge in
decision‐making (Dobbin 1994, Gunder & Hillier 2009). Under informal institutions fall so‐called
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It has been argued elsewhere that formal, strategic and discursive practices are employed locally to
fulfill the formal, while at the same time achieve the actually needed. The disparity of the two is disguised
and legitimized by discursively referring to the fulfillment of the formal, while deviating from it. These
discursive practices are seen to provide the ground for the ongoing system stability disguising the
widening gap between the formal and the informal (Oberkircher et al. 2010: 10‐14).
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meta‐rules, rules to apply or to break, rules deciding when to resort to formal coordination,
when to avoid those or when to pretend to use them (Ledeneva 2005, Collins 2006).
With these alternative coordination options come different selections and roles of knowledge
(Van Assche et al 2010). In the evolution of an organization, formal and informal institutions co‐
evolve, as do their selections of knowledge considered relevant (Greif 2006, Verdery 2003).
Formal institutions adapt to informal institutions and vice versa; both of them adapt to external
environments. If a set of organizations co‐evolved, in so‐called tight coupling (Seidl 2005), it
affects the interplay of formal and informal, e.g. by making it easier or harder for an
organization to fulfill its official role (cf Allina‐Pisano 2008).

3.1

Organizations and space

Many organizations impact space, the organization of space. This can be part of the formalized
goal of an organization, or not. An organization focused on water management can alter the
physical landscape, and the same is true for an economic development authority, first of all
geared towards increasing tax revenues. In case spatial organization is the official focus of an
organization, as in an architecture or planning department, then the spatiality of decision will be
fore‐grounded, while for other organizations, this will be an implication of other concerns, an
implication that can be consciously considered, or not (Allmendinger 2002). Which forms of
knowledge come to play in spatial decision‐making, thus depends on the role of the
organization, formally and informally. The specific functional embedding of the organization
plays a role: should the resulting space be beautiful, ecologically diverse, profitable, legal?
Many forms of knowledge have a spatial impact because of the simple fact that everything
happens somewhere. Legal, economic, and political decisions have spatial implications, as do
the decisions of a myriad of organizations with the most diverse self‐descriptions. Since that
resulting space is relevant for future decision‐making, it is not strange to see that in the history
of state formation, attempts emerged to coordinate various policies and practices with spatial
impact (Scott 1998).
Spatial planning thus implies a multiplicity of organizations, each harboring a multiplicity of
images of space, and a complex interaction of formal and informal coordination modes.
Planning then can never be direct steering, and the interpretation of the resulting space can
never be entirely predicted (Van Assche & Verschraegen 2008). In the following sections,
analyzing evolving land governance in Uzbekistan, we will build on these initial insights. We will
observe the Uzbek situation by means of the systems theoretical distinctions introduced, and
elucidate the shifting roles of knowledge there. This analysis, we will argue, has wider
implications regarding the role of knowledge in organizations and in governance transitions.

6

4 Evolving land governance and its players in Khorezm
4.1

Three overlapping planning systems

Soviet spatial planning was not the same everywhere and for everyone (French & Hamilton
1979, Van Assche et al 2010). One can distinguish three planning systems with overlapping
authority. On paper, three forms of spatial coordination had potential primacy. There was the
gosstroi system, originally aimed at production targets for housing, but expanded into a system
producing and requiring comprehensive plans (genplans) for neighborhoods, cities, regions,
republics, for urban and rural areas. In practice, the gosstroi system, including the district and
regional architecture departments, became the primary planning system in the more western
and more urbanized parts of the Soviet Union (Van Assche et al 2009).
Then there was the agro‐water cluster that took over spatial planning in some of the more
agricultural areas, especially where highly technical land reclamation projects were needed to
establish agriculture, like in the irrigated areas in Uzbekistan (Ioffe 2006, Trevisani 2007, Wall
2006). There, little competition from the other steering systems existed, and once the agro‐
water system was established, the continued need for water management, including irrigation
maintenance and monitoring, favored a continued primacy of the organizations involved. There,
the gosstroi steering system became important only in the larger cities, such as Urgench, in
Khorezm province.
Then, as a third steering system, there are the building and construction norms (also formulated
in gosstroi institutes). There are so many norms (SNIP´s – stroitelnii normi i praveli;
construction norms and rules) that, if taken at face value, spatial decision‐making would not be
necessary anymore, but reduced to a mere application of the norms (Van Assche et al. 2009).
Some norms concern construction quality of buildings, others typologies of buildings, streets,
neighborhoods. Some indirectly shape the options for planning and urban or rural design, others
directly touch on them (eg. the norms regarding green space requirements and the clustering of
buildings). If taken literally, planning as context‐sensitive envisioning and as coordination of
interests and knowledge, would not be possible anymore (French & Hamilton 1979, Van Assche
et al. 2010). In practice, regions, cities and planners with connections could avoid many norms
and develop stronger, more comprehensive and adaptive visions.
We want to underline that the concept of ´plan´ has to be understood in the context of this
governance with overlapping steering systems and ever shifting power relations (cf Trevisani
2008, Kanidyioti 2002, Wall 2006, Sievers 2002). If a city lost prominence, it could shift from
plan‐making to norm‐application; if rural districts gained power, the agro‐water cluster, or the
kolkhoz powers behind its façade, could avoid the directives of district and even regional
planners and architects. Plans, as formalized visions for the future spatial organization of an
area, could then become more or less important in factual decision‐making, and their strategic
role would differ over time and place (Verdery 2003, Humphrey 1998). Showing who is really
taking initiative in formulating a vision or deciding on spatial organization was therefore a risky
business; reducing visibility through façade planning a way of hedging bets and entrenching
interests. The façade of top‐down control from Moscow was useful for many parties to cover up
the actual power struggles between factions, departments and steering systems (cf Ruble 1995,
Ledeneva 2005, Van Asssche et al. 2010).
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What counts as a plan then is the most final, most technical version of a plan, and the author of
the plan is the whole hierarchical list of approving organizations. Or, if pressed, interviewees
point at the organization drawing that final version. Our and others´ investigations showed that
the vision behind the technical detailing could come from several places, both now and in Soviet
days (cf Allina‐Pisano 2008, Van Assche et al. 2009, French & Hamilton 1979, Ruble 1995).
Kolkhoz managers, district party leaders, mahalla (neighborhood) leaders, village elders and
others could come up with ideas, even in fairly detailed sketches, that would work their way up
the hierarchy, received stamps along the way, and would be claimed by the collective later on
(cf Humphrey 1998, Sievers 2002). If we talk about knowledge in spatial governance, this is
already a major distinction between formal and informal institutions that has to be kept in mind:
it is not always clear if the plan had an impact (and not merely being a document emanating
from the other steering systems), and it is not always clear what the real authorship, the real
considerations and the real knowledge behind a plan had been.

4.2

Evolving land governance

Uzbekistan was a part of the USSR, and Khorezm is largely the result of Soviet‐era land
reclamation and irrigation projects (Trevisani 2008, Djanibekov 2008). Indeed, Khorezm has an
irrigation history spanning back several millennia, and some political unity can be ascribed to the
region in ancient and medieval times, but the current physical landscape, as well as the
population levels it sustains, are for the most part the result of decisions taken by Soviet
organizations in a Soviet command structure.
Soviet kolkhoz construction started in the early 30s, the development of a knowledge
infrastructure for cotton in the early 20s. In the Khrusthev era, land reclamation efforts were
speeded up, and the current landscape was formed (Collins 2006). Soviet topographic maps of
the early 60s already show a region virtually covered by the straight lines of irrigation canals and
kolkhoz roads. Only the settlement structure is more scattered than the present pattern that
emerged with a consolidation wave in the 70s (interviews, observation).
Cotton was a Soviet priority since the beginning, and a desire for independence from US cotton
production inspired a search for suitable cotton areas internally (Collins 2006, Djanibekov 2008).
The new republic of Uzbekistan came up as the only feasible area, and large scale irrigation and
land reclamation schemes took off under the auspices of Moscow. Within the Ministry of
Agriculture and the Ministry of Water Resources and Land Reclamation, a host of organizations
were involved in the land reclamation projects (Wegerich 2010). For our present purposes, it is
sufficient to point out that land in Khorezm province was reshaped by organizations all geared
towards cotton production. The regional vodkhoz, responsible for water management, its
subisidiary uzgiprovodkhoz, responsible for irrigation design and SANIIRI5 based in Tashkent and
trusted with applied water and land reclamation research for Central Asia worked together on
the general plans for irrigation and on kolkhoz establishment within the new frame of canals.
Uzgiprozem mapped out land but also planned for new land reclamation projects (interviews).
In other words, water and agricultural organizations, and their knowledge, decided on the
physical planning of the province (cf Wall 2006, Trevisani 2007, Hornidge & Ul‐Hassan 2010). In
both types of organizations, tied together in an agro‐cluster with one goal – cotton – an
5
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engineering approach dominated. Planning problems for the rural areas were routinely reduced
to engineering problems asking for an engineering solution. This in turn reinforced the vision of
the countryside as a space for mono‐functional land use, allowing easy optimization within a
narrow set of goals (Djanibekov 2008, Shtaltovna et al. forthcoming, Rudenko 2008; Lerman
2008a, b).
Once the kolkhoz were in place, this reliance on engineering knowledge in planning even
increased. In kolkhoz management, roles were consolidated that identified entirely with
engineering knowledge: the agronomist, hydro‐technician, land surveyor (zemlemer) (Allina‐
Pisano 2008, Wegerich 2010). Also the director, the rais, usually had an engineering background
(Wall 2006). For a further career in the communist party hierarchy, an engineering education
was considered the best (interviews). At the same time, the kolkhoz offered shelter from the
higher levels of decision‐making, and the single‐minded approach to the countryside emanating
from Moscow could be softened and diversified within the kolkhoz (Humphrey 1998, Sievers
2002, Verdery 2003, interviews). As long as cotton targets were approached, the internal
functioning of the kolkhoz was largely independent from the rest of the state apparatus. That
implied, among other things, that land use could be much more varied than higher level
documents suggest; that spatial planning could be much more comprehensive, integrative, and
also sensitive to local knowledge and local conditions (Allina‐Pisano 2008, Van Assche et al.
2009, Ruble 1995, Ioffe 2006, interviews).
Kolkhoz management could take the initiative to reclaim new land, design that land, argue for
new canals with higher‐level organizations, for a new kolkhoz, for resources for village
construction. As soon as the necessary resources were available to the kolkhoz, it could organize
its territory however it liked. Longer term plans for the kolkhoz, so‐called genplans, did reflect
higher‐level considerations and preferences more strongly, but those genplans were either
ignored, or constantly altered after the facts, with new landscape interventions retroactively
interpreted as planned (interviews, observation).

4.3

Evolving roles

The starting point of Khorezm as a blank slate, the pre‐eminence of engineering knowledge in its
Soviet planning, and the cost and functional importance of its water infrastructure set the tone
for its land governance in the future (Wegerich 2010, Trevisani 2007, Wall 2006. During the
whole Soviet period, and even now, rural Khorezm is planned by water and agricultural
organizations, at least on paper (Abdullaev & Mollinga 2010). Whereas under the Soviets the
dominance of regional and national expert organizations was softened in the kolkhoz, the
collapse of the collective farm system led to a new configuration of formal and informal
institutions (Abdullaev et al. 2008, Sievers 2002, Trevisani 2009). In other words: the scattering
of organizations that replaced the kolkhoz requires different powers of interpretation, new skills
to determine who is really doing what.
The cotton targets remained, and the water infrastructure remains crucial for survival in
Khorezm. Water dependence implies dependence on water knowledge (Wegerich 2010). In
Soviet times, the local government under the Kolkhoz system brought together enough
expertise at the local level to manage, expand and plan local agriculture, and to integrate
different local needs and different desirable land uses in a comprehensive and reasonably
flexible plan. Individual farmers, or kolkhoz workers, did not need much expertise and did not
9

have much responsibility, since spatial decision‐making was taken care of by the kolkhoz
management, and integration of interests and of knowledge took place at that level. At the
district and regional level, administrations could rely on kolkhoz management for the bulk of
spatial decision‐making, and could restrict themselves to watching the economic bottom line
and to listening to and deliberating the lobby activities of kolkhoz managers.

4.4

The hakim and associates

Since independence, the district administration, led by the district hakim, took over much of the
practical planning power from the kolkhoz directors, even if on paper, that planning power is
scattered in a more complicated pattern over kolkhoz successor organizations. Regional water
and agricultural organizations have even less impact on spatial organization than in the past,
because of the power assigned to district hakims, and since the kolkhoz dissolution made
coordination at the local level more difficult (interviews, observation).
With the shift of power from kolkhoz to district level, district cadastres were created and the
already existing role of the district architect gained prominence. Land reclamation did not occur
so often anymore, but land administration is in the hands of the cadastre. The kolkhoz surveyors
(zemlemers) who de facto were also taking care of land use planning in the whole kolkhoz,
together with agronomist and rais, were moved to the district cadastres, under direct
supervision of the hakims, thus of representatives of higher level politics. In the case of
agricultural land use changes, the cadastre is still involved in planning, in proposing solutions to
land use conflicts and formulating long‐term strategies. This is a legacy of the old zemlemer role,
and not surprising since many cadastre people were previously kolkhoz zemlemers.
The proximity of cadastre and the district architect, in fact a district planner, in theory favor an
integration of agricultural and other land uses in a more comprehensive plan. In some districts,
this potential synergy is realized, while in others, a dominance of the persisting cotton targets
and a struggle over land tenure marginalize all other considerations and make the articulation of
long term visions for integrated land use very difficult. District architects on paper are
responsible for any proposed land use change in the district, but in practice, many things go
unnoticed, while other changes are judged by colleagues at other organizations (cadastre,
machine tractor park, mahalla), or directly by the hakim. That means that comprehensive
planning, a deliberation of the best possible combinations of land uses in a certain spot,
sometimes takes place, sometimes not.
Since 2009, a new Institute of Rural Design (or Institute for the Villages), based in Tashkent but
with a Khorezm branch in Urgench, is supposedly responsible for large scale building projects in
the villages, in order to increase building densities and save agricultural land. The activities of
that new institute at this point are limited, due to financial limitations and apparently also
different positions of the district hakims. If this new institute nevertheless would take off in the
near future and fulfill its official role, then the local planning that slowly re‐crystallized since
independence, will be entirely reshuffled once again. It would entail a redistribution of
responsibilities and financing options in favor of large projects by district architects affiliated
with the new rural design institute.
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4.5

The farmers

Frequent changes in land tenure (Oberkircher et al. 2010, Djanibekov et al. 2010) created an
unstable class of farmers that eludes easy coordination. Since 1991, the country has
experienced a chain of agricultural reforms beginning with the subdivision of former collective
farms (kolhozs and sovhozs) into joint stock companies (shirkats) between 1991 and 1998
(Wehrheim et al. 2008). Between 1998 and 2003 these were then ‘privatized’ and subdivided
into small individual farms (Veldwisch 2008, Lehrman 2008, Trevisani 2008). In
November/December 2008 as well as early 2011, nevertheless, farmland (under the cotton and
wheat state plan) was re‐consolidated again, merging several individual farms (of 10‐25ha) into
bigger farm enterprises (of 75‐150ha).
The selection of farmers allowed to continue farming hinged on performance in the production
of state‐ordered‐crops (cotton and wheat), according to official records. In practice, connections
and favors were helpful to keep the land (Hornidge et al. forthcoming).
The actual role of the farmers in land management thus heavily depends on political
connections; the better connected one is, the more autonomy in choosing crops (rice being the
most desirable; Veldwisch 2008, Trevisani 2007), in negotiating parcels, re‐designing them or
pushing local organizations to do it for you. Local power distributions differ, but being close to
the hakim is always helpful. District architects and cadastre men might more easily overlook a
new house for the son, built in an inappropriate place orrice planted on land under state plan.
While all these decisions and interventions might be minor, it does seem that, with the growing
size of farms, the political clout of a farmer, and their influence on land‐use decisions is slowly
growing.

4.6

Local organizations: MTP, mahalla, WUA

In this rural economy with high levels of uncertainty regarding land tenure and a wide gap
between the formal and real impact of organizations involved in land and water management,
many organizations are weak and barely functioning. Water User Associations (WUA’s),
supposedly cooperative organizations for local water management, and Machine Tractor Parks
(MTP’s), supposedly providing all necessary machines to farmers, are chronically underfunded,
and hardly play a role in the formulation of planning strategies, or in their implementation (Ul‐
Hassan & Hornidge 2010, Hornidge et al. 2011).
Whereas WUA’s are, in most cases, empty shells, the MTP’s offer a more varied picture
(Shtaltovna et al. 2011). Farmers are formally cooperating on water management in and through
the WUA’s. Yet in practice, farmers are not inclined to pay their fees, regard WUA’s as
extensions of the state arm and therefore not responsible (Ul‐Hassan & Hornidge 2010). Some
MTP’s, on the other hand, do have a real impact on land use. Sometimes the MTP agronomist
still exerts influence on cropping and land use decisions by and for the farmers, while in other
cases the MTP does what it is supposed to do, providing machines. In yet other cases, it just
vegetates and exists because it is planned to exist.
Mahalla´s are traditional neighborhood associations that were reinvented under the Soviets
and recently formalized (Sievers 2002, Collins 2006). Under the Soviets, despite the several
overlapping planning systems and the power of the kolkhoz, the mahalla did play a role at the
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neighborhood level. In most respects, their activities did not touch land use but focused on
conflict mediation, enforcement of laws and traditions and welfare provisions. But they did
coordinate at the neighborhood level residential development and renovation activities, and, in
some cases, infused kolkhoz planning with the perceived justice of traditional property relations.
Since independence, they continue to slightly contribute to local planning in the sense that
housing needs are detected and passed on to the district hakims, but also there, the careful
deliberation of land use that took place in the kolkhoz organizations did not materialize.
Traditional tenure and property relations seem to play a role in some decisions and lobbying
regarding land use, but we could not reconstruct this in detail.

For both the spatial planning system and the system of agricultural service organizations
(including agricultural extension services; Bekchanov et al 2009) one can speak of a de‐
institutionalization after the collapse of the Soviet Union, followed by partial re‐
institutionalization (Ioffe 2006, Morgounov & Zuidema 2001, Shtaltovna et al. forthcoming, Van
Assche et al. 2010). We say ´partial´ because the collapse of the kolkhoz system did not produce
a new system where resources, knowledge and responsibility for spatial decision‐making were
re‐distributed in an unambiguous and functional way. Taken as a whole, the countryside, in this
case the villages in Khorezm, is still productive (Rudenko 2008, Djanibekov 2008), villages are
expanding, and many functions of land administration are operative. Yet, in each locale, the
distribution of roles and knowledge differs significantly.
The coordinating role of the kolkhoz managers in all matters regarding land use, is replaced by
different combinations of players in each village and district. In some places, the mahalla leaders
formulate visions for the spatial development of a village, and hakims and their administration
give them the stamp of approval, whereas other places show a stronger role of district
architects, chairs of machine tractor parks or agronomists, or even retired kolkhoz management.
As to the distribution of knowledge, the same applies: the continued functioning of agriculture,
relying more than residential land use on different forms of specialized knowledge, is dependent
on different combinations of people everywhere. In other words, the necessary expertise is
much more personalized now than in the Soviet days (cf Wall 2006, Hornidge et al. 2010, 2011,
Sehring 2009). This has a series of implications we will explore further in the next section.
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5 Knowledge streams, formal and informal couplings
The evolving land governance in Khorezm can be described as a co‐evolution of organizations.
Up to the present day, these organizations are coupled by the technical requirements of
irrigation agriculture, and by the shared goal of reaching cotton targets. The knowledge streams
affecting spatial decision‐making follow that co‐evolution. Which forms of knowledge play a
role in the coordination of decisions on space, changes over time as a correlate of shifting roles
in the network of organizations involved in land governance (Gunder & Hillier 2009, Van Assche
et al. 2010).
Since after independence formal and informal institutions tended to diverge in decision‐making,
the difference between formal and informal knowledge requirements and selections was bound
to increase. In other words, which knowledge comes into play in real deliberations on use and
future use of space will probably be very different from the knowledge that is deemed
influential in the official self‐descriptions of the participating organizations. Which knowledge
really counts is different from what officially counts. If the interplay between formal and
informal institutions shapes how organizations evolve, the interplay between different forms of
knowledge, central to formal and informal institutions, should not escape the attention of
anyone interested in organizational change.
In system terms, organizations are social systems, and as such operationally closed. This means
that an organization is sensitive to change in its system environment, but can only indirectly be
affected by and respond to that change (Luhmann 1984). All changes in the environment are
interpreted through the lens of organizational identity, procedures and other decision‐making
premises (Hernes & Bakken 2003). All responses to change have to emerge from within the
organization, as a response to that internally reconstructed change in the external environment.
Organizations construct images of their environment and respond to these images by means of
new images resulting from internal procedures and distinctions (Seidl 2005). This entails that
knowledge cannot be directly ´shared´ by organizations. As soon as it enters a different
organizational environment, it is restructured and reinterpreted. The roles delineated in an
organization can be considered catalysts in the shaping of a path for knowledge selection,
modification and use (Van Assche et al. 2010). Once a certain set of roles marks an organization,
the selectivity of knowledge tends to be more and more shaped by that role set and knowledge
that is not recognized as useful in this set is sifted out over time (Dobbin 1994, During et al
2009) .
With regards to the role of the organization, one can make similar remarks. Even if the
organization is part of an agro‐water cluster that has been designed by higher level planners,
with designated roles for each, as soon as the organizations come into existence, they will start
to reinterpret their role in that cluster, and thus shift the selections of knowledge it incorporates
into its decisions. In this sense, operational closure, the self‐reproduction out of self‐produced
elements favors the divergence of formal and informal institutions, since it enables the
emergence of internal semantics (regarding role and knowledge) that can be different from the
semantics attached to it by higher level planning organizations. The organization can develop its
own identity and develop a level of reflexivity that enables it to strategically deploy external
descriptions to attain goals that come up in internal deliberations starting from different self‐
descriptions (social systems can easily pretend to be something else). In the Soviet system,
officially adhering to a top‐down planning ideology, the strategic use of the appearance of top‐
down coordination was to be expected; pretending that things work as on paper was both
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necessary to operate in the Soviet state and useful to mobilize the resources of that state while
maintaining a level of autonomy (French & Hamilton 1979, Sievers 2002, Collins 2006).
Formal and informal institutions, reiteratively strengthening the discrepancy between the
ideological and lived reality to use Amsler’s words, cannot have then but a highly complex
evolutionary pattern. If organizations are tied together in a manner that is practically not
feasible, and if organizations all developed informal strategies to operate in this environment,
one can predict that formal and informal institutions adapted to each other in one organization
(Brunsson 2002), and to formal and informal institutions in the neighboring organizations
(Czarniawska 1997, Dobbin 1994, Friedland & Alford 1999). In Khorezm, all this could be
observed. In the most general terms, we can say that both now and in the past, knowledge of
power relations and economic opportunities is far more important than the scientific (hydro‐
engineering) knowledge that dominates the official self‐descriptions in the hydro‐agro cluster
(Abdullaev & Mollinga 2010, Turaeva‐Höhne 2007; cf Eisenstadt & Roniger 1990). Legal
knowledge does not seem highly relevant, since the law is not differentiated from politics, and
legal threats and shifts are interpreted as political maneuvering, often for economic gain.

5.1

Informal coordination of decisions and knowledge selection

We argue that in present‐day Khorezm, despite all changes, many Soviet planning mythologies
still pervade spatial governance, both formally and informally. Informal institutions cannot be
captured under the labels of corruption or tradition or local knowledge (Ledeneva 2005, North
2005, Greif 2006). What we observed and reconstructed reveals the diversity of informal
institutions, and the most diverse relations between scientific knowledge and other forms of
knowledge in practices of spatial organization. Even players that clearly do not operate
according to their formal role , not using the officially expected knowledge in the officially
expected manner, often still selectively believed in the power of (natural) science to ground an
optimally organized modern state (cf Scott 1998, Sievers 2002, Elster et al. 1998, Pusca 2009).
And they often use scientific knowledge on purpose to achieve other goals, either inspired by
self‐interest or by a collective interest deemed out of reach by official means.
Across the board, with water and agricultural organizations, a belief can be traced that after
independence, the formal and informal uses of knowledge diverged, but, in parallel, a belief that
the scientific knowledge that is still present in the system, and that can still be applied, is
enough to keep agriculture running. Thus, bits and pieces of scientific knowledge present in the
agro‐water cluster, often in places where they are not supposed to be, still together enable a
minimum coordination of agriculture, including the land governance required for its
functioning.6 Pressure from above, from higher level politics, is highly selective: as long as cotton
and wheat targets are reached or approached, through a mix of formal and informal institutions,
there is room for other informal institutions to perform other functions (cf Collins 2006). Only
sometimes and usually related to cotton production, formal coordination mechanisms kick into
action, and even then, informal coordination is often needed to achieve the results desired by

6

Evers and Wall (2006) and Wall (2008) nevertheless point to the phenomenon of ‘knowledge loss’ with
significant stocks of pre‐Soviet times knowledge being lost and the existing stocks of largely Soviet
agricultural knowledge increasingly loosing relevance.
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the top (Veldwisch 2008, Wall 2008). At the local level, this is visible most clearly, since the
distance from the top, officially dominating the steering system, is most obvious.
In the villages, it is clear that cotton production can only survive because many organizations do
not do what they are supposed to do. If water user associations would indeed be self‐governing
and affecting decision‐making on water and land, the focus on cotton would shift and the
knowledge relevant for cotton production would disappear from local land governance
(Oberkircher, forthcoming a; Oberkircher & Hornidge, forthcoming). If machine tractor park
chairs, mahalla chairs and surveyors would stick to their official job description, in a de‐
institutionalized environment where knowledge is scarce and in unexpected places, and where
local government has not been fully replaced after the kolkhoz, then local agriculture as such
would come to a grinding halt. It is only because many organizations at the local level are
flexible, i.e. rely on informal coordination, so that road, canal, tractor, school maintenance still
takes place, that people working for these organizations stay with them, because of extra tasks
and a parallel system of exchange and payment (Shtaltovna et al. forthcoming, Trevisani 2007,
2009).
In the villages, it was also clear that the kolkhoz system was in several ways more flexible than
the present governance system. Local knowledge, as the non‐scientific knowledge of people
intimately familiar with the land, and as the scientific knowledge of the same people, could
come to the surface much more easily in the kolkhoz system, and could be integrated more
easily in successive revisions of a comprehensive plan. Both, sensitivity to local knowledge, and
coordination capacity, are reduced now, and this renders the system less adaptive (cf Seidl
2005, Van Assche & Verschraegen 2008). Local water and soil conditions as well as cultural
symbolism attached to certain landscapes7 were and are often not grasped by the maps and
plans officially coordinating spatial decision‐making (interviews).

5.2

Planning mythologies and their legacy

We argue that the present situation and the present pattern of divergences between formal and
informal institutions in land governance largely derives from Soviet planning mythologies. Soviet
planning systematically overpromised, in several ways. It overpromised with regards to the
power of science to predict the future and draw plans representing an optimal spatial
organization (Ruble 1995, Ioffe 2006). It also made big promises regarding the coordination
power of that state, its steering power through the levels, and the capacity of all state
organizations to articulate and guide themselves by long‐term visions (Van Assche et al. 2010,
Verdery 2003). In all these aspects, the Soviet state could not function the way it said it worked
(Hough & Fainsod 1979). This does not mean it did not work; many informal institutions de facto
remedied the inflexibility and faulty predictions of the official planning system, thus had a
positive role (cf Ledeneva 2003, Van Assche et al. 2009, Verdery 1996). Informal coordination
made things work, and in the countryside, much of this informal coordination fell under the
umbrella of the collective farms. Thanks to the kolkhoz (and to a lesser extent the sovkhoz) local
development became more adaptive, first of all to local needs, but in many cases also to
7

Oberkircher et al. (forthcoming) outline the emic value attached to lakes in Khorezm as ecosystems,
resources and cultural sites in an interdisciplinary case stdy of Shukul Lake, Khorezm.
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expectations from higher up (Humphrey 1998). The actual role of the collective farm as local
government summarizes this shift to informal institutions at the local level; most actors had a
different role than on paper, since the kolkhoz had absorbed many functions supposedly lying
with district administrations and with specialized water, agricultural and architectural
organizations.
So, the planning mythology had its own hidden flexibility. This means that important
mechanisms of coordination had to remain invisible to maintain at least rhetorical compatibility
between theory and praxis. Aggravating the mythological character of Soviet planning was the
Soviet assumption of a unified social body (Sievers 2002, Hough & Fainsod 1979). If party, state
and the collective were one, then a concept like civil society, or a concept of productive
difference and productive tension in society could not be espoused openly (Hahn 1988, Sievers
2002). The very real competition between state actors in spatial governance, and the
concomitant shifts between steering modes, between organizational and discursive dominations
in a certain place, could therefore not be acknowledged openly. With regard to land
governance, the three steering systems mentioned above were simultaneously acknowledged as
dominant, an assertion that cannot hold for obvious reasons. For the Soviet ideology, the
kolkhoz was a very convenient black box that could introduce flexibility and local competition in
the system, without openly abandoning the appearance of collectivity and planning. The
planning myths and the myth of the cohesive collective reinforced each other, since a unified
social body, without conflicting interests and desires, could be mapped, surveyed and predicted
and steered more easily.
Rendering the picture more complex, we can say that the myth of long‐term planning, the myth
of a unified administration, the myth of superfluous local knowledge, the myth of scientific
steering not only reinforced each other but also produced new myths in this policy
arrangement. With regards to land governance in Khorezm, the most notable example of this
has to be the official dominance of the concept of ´bonitet´ in spatial decision‐ making.

5.3

The planning power of ‘bonitet’

Bonitet, or soil bonitet, is a number indicating soil quality, or, more precisely, potential
productivity after using the appropriate inputs (Karmanov 1980). It is a synthetic construct
integrating various parameters, including agro‐climatic data, irrigation, soil cover, land use, soil
density, humidity, nitrogen absorption capacity, salinity, groundwater depth, soil organic
matter. On paper, this number reinforces the coupling between all the organizations involved in
rural land governance (cf Brooks 1991). Officially, the number summarizes a complex web of
information derived from different disciplines, a summary that only became possible in the
history of Soviet experimentation and implementation. The single number was supposed to
represent objectively the essence of the soil, in such a way that all organizations of the agro‐
water system could be linked in coordinated decision‐making (Kienzler 2010).8 Uzgiprozem and
its expeditions produced the maps of soil and water quality, these maps would be used by water
organizations, kolkhoz management and district administration. Today they are supposed to
play a similar role. Soil bonitet is supposed to decide which lands are taken out of agricultural
8

As such, the notion of ‚ bonitet’ can be regarded as boundary concept in the terms of Mollinga (2008,
2010), facilitating agricultural planning and implementation.
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production and made available for other land uses, such as residential development. The
number is supposed to be the deciding factor in setting production targets for cotton, in
establishing local drainage and irrigation regimes and (re‐)designs. And it is expected to inspire
comprehensive planning efforts at the district levels, where bonitet‐informed surveyors tell
district architects how to conceive of residential and infrastructure development.
In practice, both past and present, the measurements underlying mapping, and the mapping
itself were very uneven in quality (interviews; Kienzler 2010). Some areas were mapped much
more accurately than others, and certain aspects of maps were much more accurate than others
– since other organizations were involved in supplying the data for these aspects. The
measuring and mapping was also much too generic (one measure per 25ha), and too old (up to
25 years) to be applied in agricultural management. In Khorezm, in fact part of the extended
Amu Darya delta, marked by a highly dynamic landscape history (Tsvetinskaya et al. 2002), the
values of bonitet will differ significantly within one field, and can change quickly (interviews).
Thus, it is not surprising that both now and in the past, the numbers were rarely used to
coordinate decision‐making. The semantic coupling of organizations by means of the concept of
bonitet, in theory enabling implementation of a large body of scientific knowledge, functions as
a convenient façade behind which the real planning games take place. After independence and
certainly after privatization (started slowly in 1998), the informal coordination behind the
façade did change.
While the first narrative encountered in the various planning organizations is usually one of
minimal change compared to Soviet times, a second layer of narrative usually reveals that
overall, there is less coordination now of land use decisions, less impact of scientific knowledge
in these decisions (cf Allina‐ Pisano 2008 for Ukraine and Russia). In the Soviet kolkhoz, the
internal hierarchy routinely ignored the official soil quality maps and the policies derived from
them. Local knowledge could come to the surface easily, and did guide land governance.
Sometimes this led to a lobbied change in the mapping of bonitet and derived policies, more
often to ignoring these policies. Scientific knowledge did enter the equation, since the kolkhoz
management, even the sub‐top, usually had science and engineering degrees, and since the
official production targets could not be totally dismissed. In fact, efficient production in the
most appropriate sites would help the kolkhoz to produce enough cotton in a smaller area.
Thus, more space would be available for other land uses, and more different combinations of
land uses could be envisioned in a comprehensive planning process.

5.4

Shifting informalities and knowledge selections

After kolkhoz dissolution, the bonitet rhetoric has been maintained, but the old alternative
coordination mechanism is, as said, not fully replaced. Individuals and organizations stepping
outside their formal duties keep the production machine running and avoid calamities in a
fashion that is only coordinated minimally and at the most local level. That, we argue, is also
why so much pressure is seemingly randomly exerted on low level officials, because local ad‐hoc
fixes are the only remaining response to gaps in a largely un‐coordinated process. This implies,
among other things, that scientific knowledge is quite randomly included in spatial decision‐
making.
A second shift in informal institutions in land governance is the virtual disappearance of long‐
term perspectives with local and regional actors (cf Wall 2006, Trevisani 2007, Hornidge et al.
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2009). Certainly, lip service is paid to the survival and improvement of Soviet planning
instruments, mechanisms and strategies, but for very few actors there are reasons and
possibilities to envision the long‐term, let alone to coordinate their long‐term perspectives with
those of other actors. Insecure land tenure for farmers, insecure tenure of power for hakims and
other high level administrators, unpredictable access to water because of high and low level
politics, uncertain access to scarce resources, including knowledge, all combine to produce a
situation where the long term disappeared out of sight. The coordination problem here is
aggravated by the increased opacity of the land governance system: organizations know less and
less what the others are doing, which knowledge they possess, how they envision the future,
and, more basically, what they want. In present conditions, it is absolutely not certain that an
economic development authority is interested in economic development, or that a nature
protection agency cares for nature protection. (cf Shtaltovna et al. 2010).
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6 Conclusion
In land governance, coordination of decision‐making and long‐term perspectives have to be
present to solve community issues and create synergies (Hillier 2002, Allmendinger 2002, Van
Assche & Verschraegen 2008). Both factors presume and implicate each other. If far time
horizons are accepted as relevant for decision‐making and for calculating organizational
benefits, then coordination of decision‐making and planning will be more easily accepted. If
long‐term perspectives and more comprehensive plans are accepted, then it will be accepted
more easily that different forms of knowledge are needed in the organization of space (Scott
1998). Currently, the implications of lacking long‐term perspectives are most visible at the local
level, where insecure land tenure, frequently changing regulations, shifting alliances with
unstable political powers, and suspicion of the banking system reduce the incentives for local
actors to learn, to invest, to collaborate (Wall 2006, Hornidge et al. 2009, Trevisani 2009).
Learning, investing and collaboration are all prerequisites for the forms of self‐organized
coordination we would call community planning. Community planning, under the names of
participatory governance, participatory planning, or implied under local capacity building, even
integrated water resource management, is often strived for by the international development
community.
With the gradual disappearance of long‐term perspectives, the de‐institutionalization of
scientific knowledge and the increased simplification of top‐down steering attempts to cotton
procurement (as opposed to comprehensive planning) came the widening of the gap between
formal and informal institutions. Planning and the implied forms of knowledge mean less and
less when the participating organizations – and we include the farms here – have largely a paper
existence. In system terms, Soviet society was not marked by functional differentiation, but at
least organizations were differentiated under the umbrella of the state. After independence,
many organizations in fact stopped to be organizations. A mere formal existence does not
guarantee an actual self‐reproduction through decisions (Luhmann 2000, 1990b). If formal and
informal institutions diverge to such an extent that it becomes impossible for an organization to
frame new decisions in terms of old ones, guided by a self‐description (though not necessarily
the official one), then it ceases to be an organization. Then the informal institutions might still
coordinate certain decisions, but independent of the frame of the organization. And indeed, this
is something one can observe at many levels in the Uzbek administration: informal institutions
render organizational boundaries and identities virtually meaningless. Individuals, in the
environment of organizations, can maintain through personal connections a semblance of
purposefulness for the organization.
Knowledge streams then are not shaped by the decision‐premises of organizations but rather by
individual adherence to formal goals and individual identification of whatever (formal/informal)
mechanisms are needed to achieve them. The highly selective top‐down steering attempts and
the lack of interest at lower levels in community development and public goods further
undermine the self‐reproduction of the organizations inherited from the Soviets.
If it is clear to all participants that the whole planning machinery of coupled organizations is not
really necessary to achieve cotton targets, that more comprehensive planning, involving a
deliberation of many different targets is not high on the agenda of any influential actor, then the
incentives to maintain the knowledge base and decision‐making procedures of all these
organizations are slight.
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This does not mean that the formal institutions and the paper organizations have no role.
Organizational presence can be selectively faked and formal rules and procedures can be
selectively reactivated and enforced. Economic actors can take on positions in administration for
the access to state resources, or to avoid harassment by other state organizations. In those
cases, political and economic knowledge dominates individual and hence organizational
calculations.
These developments, taken together, reduce the transparency of the planning system in all
directions. From bottom to top, from top to bottom, and in between organizations involved in
land governance, the mist is dense. A rhetoric of absolute planning and coordination veils a
situation where very few things are planned and coordinated, and where the grounds of many
decisions are unclear to even people in the same organizations. For Luhmann, many of those
decisions are not taken in the organization, are not part of its self‐reproduction, but in
overlapping networks that sometimes can be described as organizations themselves (Fuchs
2001)
In terms of development efforts, of possible improvements, one can draw several conclusions.
First of all, one can say that any development strategy cannot take the formal institutions at
face value, can start reasoning as if they were close to reality (cf Easterly 2006). This applies to
the existence of organizations, the distribution of knowledge in those organizations, and the
existence of forms of coordination, e.g. in planning procedures (Van Assche et al. 2010). Any
imported model of planning that relies on functioning formal institutions is bound to fail.
Secondly, we argue that a focus on inserting knowledge into the existing planning games, into
the existing fragmentary informal coordination of land use, will resort effects that are entirely
unpredictable, even to insiders (cf Luhmann 1990b, King & Thornhill 2003). Thirdly, and on a
more positive note, we believe that the remarkable persistence of knowledge and physical
infrastructure in the planning system and the landscape still allows for a reinvention of
coordinated land governance, of spatial planning. If legal, political, and economic space can be
created at the local level, then those scattered resources can be brought together and re‐
institutionalized. This is possible as long as there are spaces where local actors can identify
where their interests lie and which expertise is useful in pursuing them.

6.1

Broader implications

Uzbekistan is a peculiar country and Khorezm is a rather marginal region in Uzbekistan (cf Collins
2006). It has been established many times that each post‐socialist country shapes its own
developmental path (e.g. Verdery 2003, Allina‐ Pisano 2008, Ruble 1995, Kornai et al. 2004,
Elster et al. 1998), emerging from and further shaping a specific dialectics between formal and
informal institutions (e.g. North 2005, Ostrom 2005, Easterly 2006, Ledeneva 2005). What is
there to learn then? We argue that the observed mechanisms of shifting knowledge selections
in a process of organizational change affecting land governance, lead to several further
observations with broader implications.
If improved land governance can be assumed as a potential driver of rural development, and if
some form of planning, involving coordination of policies and practices and a long‐term
perspective, are presumed necessary ingredients, then the study of the dialectics of formal and
informal institutions that mark land governance in a given place cannot escape the attention of
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anyone interested in development. If we further assume that the streams of knowledge,
scientific and otherwise, in the web of organizations that affects land governance are relevant in
attempts to improve land governance, then one cannot escape the study of that same dialectics
of formal and informal institutions, in its implications for organizational reproduction and
change, and for the selectivity of knowledge in this ongoing reproduction.
Knowledge management in land governance, we argue, is a key ingredient of successful rural
transitions (Vellema 2011), and the Uzbek analyses make it clear that knowledge streams have
to be studied against the backgrounds of specific patterns of formal/informal dialectics, where
formal institutions emerge from, and later undermine or reinforce informal institutions, and
where informal institutions can do the same in the other direction (cf Van Assche et al. 2010,
Hornidge et al. 2010). The interactions between formal and informal institutions are marked by
a variety of path‐dependencies that need to be understood before attempts are undertaken to
insert new knowledge in the land governance system of interacting organizations (North 2005,
Ostrom 2005, Easterly 2006). Two forms of unpredictability can then be distinguished: the
unpredictability regarding the effects of knowledge in a system of interacting organizations
where informal institutions are not well understood, and the unpredictability regarding the
effects of knowledge in an environment where path dependencies, and thus transformation
options, are not well‐understood (Seidl & Becker 2006, Van Assche et al 2011).
One of the most significant path‐dependencies appears to be the rigidity introduced by roles,
roles of organizations and roles in organizations (Ferlie et al 2005). Rigidity here applies to the
capacity to change and the capacity to absorb new knowledge and incorporate it into decision‐
making. The Uzbek case showed that, even in an environment with a wide gap between formal
and informal roles, once‐established organizations and positions within an organization can still
play a highly complex role, influencing the adoption and implementation of knowledge.
Unraveling the many ways apparently paper positions and organizations can still impact land
governance (and its knowledge base) thus becomes an important task for development (cf
Allina‐Pisano 2008, Ledeneva 2005). Formal roles, and hence formal rules and expected
knowledge, can be reactivated selectively, in patterns defined by informal institutions. Formal
roles can be reinvigorated by a revival of other formal institutions, by a revival of specific
informal institutions. Such revival can be momentarily, a part of tactical games among
stakeholders, and it can be more sustained, embedded in a more structural shift in informal
games.
Thus, if one, despite the limitations of a transition management approach (Smith & Stirling 2010,
Van Assche et al. 2011b), is still interested in case‐specific investigations regarding the limits of
steering and the possibilities of context‐guidance (Easterly 2006, Van Assche & Verschraegen
2008), then a precise reconstruction of the developmental path of the planning system, its path‐
dependencies, roles, knowledge selections and formal/informal dialectics should be considered
a prerequisite of any attempt to rural development. Indeed, knowledge, in its many forms, can
change the world, but without an understanding of the world as it is, not as it is supposed to be,
the world will probably be changed in highly unexpected manners, for the better, or for the
worse.
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