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I think a lot about knowledge. Not 
only is it my research area, but the 
USB, as is the case for any business 
school, is in the business of know- 
ledge. We do research to increase 
knowledge. We hold courses for 

people to gain knowledge – about market-
ing, leadership, finance … whatever.

So we tend to think of knowledge as an 
asset, a Good Thing. The more knowledge 
the better – except, I’ve just realised my as-
sumptions have been wrong. Sometimes 
we need to destroy knowledge. 

Why such heresy? Am I a secret burner 
of books?

Well, firstly, not all knowledge is posi-
tive in its effect. When you engage in the 
process of changing an organisation, for 
example, you find that you do spend time 
enabling new knowledge in that organisa-
tion; different ways of operating, different 
strategies, and so on. 

But you also spend time unknitting as-
sumptions and ways of working, which are, 
after all, merely other forms of knowledge. 
I’ll give an example. I worked at a senior 
level in a big defence company. For many 
years the prevailing assumption was that 
‘We know more than the client’. 

But there came a time when the client 
became sick of this arrogance and demand-
ed a more inclusive approach. In order to 
move from a position of ‘knowing’ that we 
were better than the client to a position 
where we ‘knew’ that we had to work to-
gether with the client’s experts required 
destroying the knowledge that we had a 
monopoly on competence.

You can even argue that the whole pro-

PRof John PowELL is the  
director of the University of Stellenbosch 
Business School

cess of innovation, say, bringing a new 
product to market, is more about the de-
struction of knowledge than the creative 
act. More heresy …

Everyone knows that it is the quirky, 
super-cool designer who adds the value. 
Without that inventive act no new product 
can ever exist.

Well, no, actually. Any idiot can come 
up with the new idea. It’s not the newness 
that matters. We don’t want a new product. 
We want a new product that is saleable, 
producible, safe and viable. A cool new 
product that we can’t make, or is too costly, 
or harms customers is not of value. Often 
the value added is from the nay-sayers, the 
experienced professionals who know that 
the new idea is … well … stupid. 

Again, an example. In that same defence 
company we invented new aircraft designs. 
There was a big office with two types of 
people. The first group wore sandals and 
had ponytails and questionable inhalation 
habits. They created cool new designs. The 
second group were dull experts in the prac-
ticalities of design.

One day we were designing a new com-
bat aircraft for an international client. One 
of the sandal-wearers drew up a brilliant, 
innovative design that was based on sound 
aerodynamic research which showed that if 
you pointed the wings forward in a V the 
airflow was more efficient, allowing the air-
craft to turn, accelerate and generally out-
perform. The design rolled on. 

Everyone got terribly enthusiastic. Until  
one of the dull experts pointed out that if 
we pointed the wings forward, the stresses 
at the root would make them fall off in 
flight. Ah. Not a good thing in an aircraft.

So who added the knowledge? Was it 
the sandal-wearing creative or the grey-
haired pragmatist? The truth, of course, is 
that both need one another.

In an organisation we also need both – 
to create knowledge and, occasionally, to 
consciously destroy it. 

So who added the        
knowledge? Was it      
the sandal-wearing     
creative or the grey-     
haired pragmatist?       
The truth … is that      
both need one another.  
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