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ABSTRACT

In the contemporary era, development has become an undeniable necessity.
Regardless of its label or designation, few deny the principle of development or
remain indifferent to its benefits. Over the past two centuries, Iranians—particularly
following their defeat in wars with northern neighbors—have persistently sought to
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Keywords embark on the path of development. Whenever a historical opportunity arose, they
Khosravani Wisdom, Sustainable | seized the moment to try their chances, striving for inclusion and continuity within
Development, Indigenous the trajectory of development. These efforts have led to both failures and successes;
Knowledge, New Institutionalism, | however, it is evident that our achievements have neither been dominant nor
Path Dependence, Institutional sustained. These shortcomings can be examined from various dimensions, but the

present study investigates their roots—particularly the neglect of Iran's intellectual
and cultural foundations. In this context, attention is directed toward one of the
oldest and richest intellectual heritages of this land: Khosravani Wisdom. The study
explores the potential of this tradition for sustainable development in Iran. To
demonstrate both the plausibility and desirability of this proposal, the research
draws on the approach of New Institutionalism, utilizing two of its core concepts:
path dependence and institutional thickness.

Thickness, Institutional Thinness
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

In the contemporary discourse of development, particularly within the context of
Iran, the persistent shortcomings in achieving sustainable, dominant developmental
outcomes prompt an inquiry into the compatibility of existing models with indigenous
cultural and philosophical infrastructures. This study addresses this gap by engaging with
the rich intellectual heritage of Iran known as Khosravani Wisdom, arguing for its essential
role in informing a sustainable development framework tailored to the Iranian context.
Unlike prevailing paradigms heavily reliant on Western developmental logic, the approach
taken in this research is grounded in New Institutionalism, specifically through the lenses
of "path dependence™ and "institutional thickness." The argument begins with a reflection
on the inadequacy of imported epistemologies to solve native problems. Drawing on
Gorjestani’s (2004) assertion that indigenous knowledge is inseparable from the cultural
and historical makeup of societies, the research emphasizes the unique epistemological
structures embedded in Iran's historical trajectory (1). Khosravani Wisdom, as
conceptualized here, aligns with Gope’s (2017) definition of indigenous knowledge as an
accumulation of historically rooted experiential understanding, suggesting that this wisdom
can be repurposed as a cultural driver of development (2).

The paper situates Khosravani Wisdom within the broader philosophy of Iranian
civilization, differentiating it from Islamic philosophy despite overlaps, and tracing its
lineage through historical figures like Suhrawardi, Hermes, Zoroaster, and Plato. It
cautions against equating Khosravani Wisdom solely with Suhrawardian illuminationism,
arguing instead for a broader, older ontological foundation embedded in mythological and
philosophical thought spanning ancient Persia. Drawing on Corbin (2012), the article
emphasizes that Suhrawardi’s intent was to revive a spiritual vision of ancient Iran rather
than establish a wholly novel doctrine (3). Furthermore, the study explores the semantics
of “Hekmat” (wisdom), distinguishing it from philosophy by asserting its connection to
deeper metaphysical truths, and underscores how its Persian-specific variant—
"Khosravani"—ties closely to figures like Kay Khosrow, whose symbolic resonance
continues to shape the Iranian collective unconscious (4, 5). In connecting Khosravani
thought to enduring traditions of Iranian cultural continuity, the paper supports Tabatabai’s
(2022) thesis that the persistence of Iranian identity owes much to an uninterrupted flow of
philosophical reasoning predating and postdating the Islamic conquests (6).



To further demonstrate the developmental viability of this intellectual tradition, the
study applies the concept of path dependence from New Institutional Economics.
Originally used in the technological context to explain inertia in innovation (e.g., the
QWERTY keyboard layout), path dependence in this paper serves as a metaphor for Iran’s
entrenched developmental routes, shaped by historical contingencies (7, 8). It is argued that
attempts to impose imported models of development fail due to a lack of compatibility with
these historical pathways. In emphasizing this, the work cites Stuteville (2010) and Foxon
(2014), both of whom outline how legacy institutions and mental models can lock societies
Into certain trajectories, thereby resisting exogenous reforms (9, 10). Consequently,
successful reforms must emerge organically from within these historical frameworks. Such
endogenous development models are bolstered by Martin’s (2008) insight that past
decisions shape current options under uncertainty and are most effective when aligned with
collective memory and experience (11). Therefore, the study reaffirms Sowell’s (2013)
thesis that "the past lives in us" and contends, along with North (2017), that understanding
Institutions as carriers of historical memory is crucial for designing viable development
strategies (12, 13).

In parallel, the concept of institutional thickness is utilized to explain regional
variations in developmental success. Introduced by Amin and Thrift (1994), institutional
thickness refers to the presence of a dense network of institutions, norms, and shared values
that foster innovation, trust, and collective action (14). This concept is contrasted with
“institutional thinness,” a state of underdeveloped or fragmented institutional ecosystems.
The study draws a comparative example from China’s reform process in the 1980s, citing
Weber (2023), to illustrate how intellectual continuity from ancient philosophical texts like
Guan Zi and the Discourses on Salt and Iron facilitated adaptive economic policymaking
in a contextually grounded manner (15). In contrast, the post-Soviet collapse of Tajikistan
Is used to demonstrate how institutional thinness can lead to chaos despite formal state
structures. By extension, Iran’s intellectual infrastructure—particularly its philosophical
traditions—demonstrates the potential for thick institutional arrangements that can guide
meaningful reform. In this regard, Azimi (2016) asserts that such institutional robustness
also strengthens social capital and policy adaptability (16).

A key question addressed by the paper is: what makes the Iranian subject resilient in
the face of repeated political ruptures and cultural invasions? In response, the authors turn
to the views of thinkers like Eslami Nodoushan (2020) and Corbin (2012), who argue that
Iranian cultural identity (lranit) has functioned as a metaphysical reservoir, preserving
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continuity across civilizational breaks (3, 17). The assertion here is that philosophical
continuity, not merely language or artifacts, has ensured civilizational survival. Iranian
identity, while outwardly flexible, possesses an internal invariance grounded in ontological
and cultural codes maintained through literature, mysticism, and philosophy. This study
elevates the idea that Iran’s transition from political empire to cultural empire is deeply
embedded in its ability to export thought and sustain inner reform. Therefore, rather than
measuring civilizational value by surviving structures or classical texts, one should look at
the continuity of meaning, wisdom, and ethical order—what North (2006) would call
enduring “rules of the game.” This ontological durability is evidence of Iran’s institutional
thickness, which transcends visible artifacts and instead operates in the domains of
collective consciousness, hermeneutic traditions, and ethical imagination.

Finally, the implications of these theoretical integrations are synthesized into an
argument for development strategies that draw from Khosravani Wisdom as a non-
substitutable source of cultural capital. The critique of "copy-paste” development models—
wherein institutions from Western economies are simply transferred to non-Western
contexts—is supported by Andrews et al. (2019), who caution that the most effective
reforms are those co-created within native institutional ecologies (18). Similarly, North
(2019) underscores the importance of creating localized incentive structures, not merely
mimicking Western legal and economic norms (8). The Iranian case is thus one of
misalignment: a society rich in cultural and institutional depth seeking solutions in alien
epistemologies. This paper therefore calls for a cultural reinfusion of development models
through a "retroactive foresight"—a future built on the wisdom of a philosophically
resonant past. In conclusion, the reintegration of Khosravani Wisdom into developmental
discourse offers not only a symbolic act of cultural reaffirmation but a practical strategy
grounded in endogenous, historically consistent rationality.

By presenting Khosravani Wisdom as a rich source of epistemic, ethical, and
Institutional capacity, this study argues that Iran already possesses within its own historical
and cultural repertoire the resources needed for a self-sustaining developmental model. It
need not borrow its future from the templates of others; rather, it must rediscover,
reconstruct, and re-actualize its own philosophical DNA. In doing so, Iran may not only
escape the pathologies of borrowed modernity but also offer the world an example of
culturally rooted, resilient development.
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