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Abstract Zurkhaneh, the traditional Iranian “house of strength,” represents more than a setting for physical exercise. Its
ritual practices integrate bodily training, heroic narratives, music, religious symbolism, hierarchical etiquette, and ethical
instruction. This review examines the philosophical and cultural foundations through which Islamic moral values, the tradition
of futuwwa or javanmardi (chivalry), Shi’i symbolism, Sufi ethical concepts, and older Iranian traditions have been interpreted
within Zurkhaneh sport and architecture. The study adopts a qualitative library-review approach and critically synthesizes
historical scholarship, peer-reviewed research, reference works, and cultural-heritage documentation concerning Pahlavani
and Zurkhaneh traditions. Particular attention is given to the relationship between ethical instruction and architectural form,
including the sunken gowd, the sardam of the morshed, ritual hierarchy, symbolic sporting instruments, poetry, music, and
collective practice. The review indicates that Zurkhaneh culture historically linked strength with humility, self-restraint,
generosity, loyalty, respect for elders, protection of the vulnerable, and service to the community. These values are closely
related to the ethical vocabulary of futuwwa/javanmardi and, in later Iranian contexts, to Shi’i devotion and the exemplary
status attributed to Imam Ali. At the same time, the historical origins of the institution remain contested; similarities with older
Iranian and Mithraic traditions should therefore be treated as interpretive hypotheses rather than as evidence of an uninterrupted
institutional genealogy. Contemporary scholarship likewise shows that Zurkhaneh has evolved substantially over time. The
continuing significance of the institution lies not in reproducing a fixed historical form, but in understanding how architecture,
ritual, physical training, collective memory, and moral education can operate together. This integrated model provides a useful
basis for discussing ethical formation in sport while avoiding romanticized contrasts between traditional and modern athletic
practice.

Index Terms Zurkhaneh, Pahlavani, futuwwa, javanmardi, Islamic ethics, sports
architecture, chivalry, Iranian cultural heritage

model. UNESCO describes Pahlevani and Zoorkhanei ritu-
als as a combination of gymnastic and martial movements,
symbolic instruments, epic and mystical poetry, music, eth-
ical instruction, and community relationships. The ritual is
performed in a domed Zurkhaneh containing a sunken arena,
while the morshed directs the exercise through rhythmic
drumming and recitation [3[]. The tradition was inscribed in
2010 on UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity, which emphasizes its inter-
generational transmission and contribution to social solidarity
[3]. Scholarly accounts similarly describe the Zurkhaneh as an
evolving institution in which wrestling, physical culture, mas-
culine sociability, religious symbolism, and ideals of heroic
conduct became intertwined [4], [5].

I. Introduction

port is not merely a collection of physical techniques; it is

also a social practice through which communities define
discipline, excellence, competition, identity, and acceptable
conduct. Modern competitive sport can generate important
health, educational, cultural, and social benefits, yet highly
commercialized and performance-oriented environments may
also produce ethical tensions concerning status, winning, body
image, and the use of performance-enhancing substances.
Medical literature has documented substantial health risks as-
sociated with several classes of performance-enhancing drugs,
particularly when they are used at supraphysiological doses or
in combination [1], [2]]. These contemporary concerns make
historically integrated models of physical training and ethical

formation relevant to the philosophy of sport, provided that The ethical vocabulary associated with this institution is

such traditions are examined critically rather than idealized.

Iranian Pahlavani and Zurkhaneh traditions offer one such

often expressed through the Persian and Arabic concepts
of javanmardi and futuwwa. In the history of Persian and
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Islamic ethics, these concepts refer to traditions of chivalrous
conduct characterized by generosity, loyalty, self-restraint,
service, courage, and concern for others [6], [7]. Within
Zurkhaneh practice, such ideals have frequently been con-
nected to religious and heroic models, particularly Imam Ali
in Shi’i contexts and Puriya-ye Vali in the cultural memory of
wrestling [4], [8]]. Peer-reviewed research on Zurkhaneh ethics
has therefore argued that the institution should be studied not
only as a form of traditional exercise but also as a social and
moral environment in which athletic identity is shaped through
ritual, narrative, hierarchy, and shared values [8]], [9].

Architecture contributes directly to this educational envi-
ronment. The physical descent into the gowd, the central
position of the exercise pit, the elevated sardam, the sur-
rounding seating, the controlled entrance sequence, and the
relationship between the morshed and participants create a
setting in which spatial form and ritual conduct reinforce
one another. Research on religious symbolism in Zurkhaneh
architecture has examined the role of sacred numbers, spatial
hierarchy, and symbolic interpretation in the built environment
[10]. Nevertheless, historical continuity must be approached
cautiously. The origin of the Zurkhaneh remains uncertain,
and direct institutional descent from pre-Islamic or Mithraic
temples cannot be established conclusively. Encyclopaedia
Iranica notes that the institution’s vocabulary, ethos, and ritual
hierarchy recall futuwwa and Sufism, while the historical
relationship remains complex and subject to interpretation
[4]. Comparisons with Mithraic spaces are therefore best un-
derstood as scholarly interpretations of symbolic and formal
parallels rather than proof of an uninterrupted architectural
lineage [[10], [[11]].

The purpose of the present review is to examine how philo-
sophical, religious, ethical, and architectural elements have
been brought together in explanations of Zurkhaneh culture.
It addresses four related questions: how futuwwa/javanmardi
is connected to athletic conduct; how Islamic, Sufi, and Shi’i
concepts entered the ethical interpretation of Pahlavani prac-
tice; how the architecture and symbolic equipment of the
Zurkhaneh participate in moral communication; and which
aspects of this tradition remain conceptually relevant to con-
temporary sport. The objective is not to argue that traditional
sport was uniformly virtuous or that contemporary sport is
inherently morally deficient. Rather, the review identifies a
historically significant model in which physical excellence
was explicitly discussed together with humility, discipline,
social responsibility, and ethical self-formation [5], [9].

Il. Research Background

Scholarship on Zurkhaneh has developed across history, an-
thropology, religious studies, architecture, sport ethics, cul-
tural heritage, and the history of physical culture. Earlier
literature often attempted to identify a single ancient origin
for the institution, whereas more recent research emphasizes
historical transformation and the need to distinguish cultural
memory from demonstrable institutional continuity. Chehabi’s
overview in Encyclopaedia [ranica remains an important refer-

ence because it describes the Zurkhaneh as a traditional urban
gymnasium while explicitly noting that the institution has
continually evolved [4]). Its rituals, terminology, grades, and
ethos show affinities with futuwwa, Sufism, wrestling guilds,
Shi’i symbolism, and wider regional traditions of athletic
sociability; however, the precise historical pathway through
which these elements were combined remains uncertain.

Rochard’s recent monograph provides a major contempo-
rary reassessment. Drawing on long-term ethnographic en-
gagement and historical scholarship, Rochard examines the
Zurkhaneh not as a timeless cultural essence but as a changing
social institution whose practitioners have negotiated multiple
identities, moral expectations, and forms of public represen-
tation [5]. This perspective is important because it allows
ethical ideals to be taken seriously without assuming that
every practitioner or historical period embodied them in the
same way. It also cautions against reducing the institution
to a simple opposition between an ethically pure past and a
morally impoverished present.

The formal recognition of Pahlavani and Zoorkhanei rituals
by UNESCO has strengthened international attention to the
relationship among physical culture, ritual, oral tradition, mu-
sic, social cohesion, and ethical instruction [3]]. UNESCO’s
documentation identifies the morshed, the sunken arena, sym-
bolic sporting instruments, epic and Gnostic poetry, religious
principles, and the transmission of chivalrous values as inte-
gral elements of the heritage. This description confirms that
the cultural significance of Zurkhaneh cannot be understood
solely through the mechanics of exercise.

Research by Azizi, Mohammadi, and Deimary has exam-
ined futuwwa, Islamic generosity, chivalry, and moral teach-
ing in Zurkhaneh sport, emphasizing ethical principles such
as justice, compassion, brotherhood, restraint, and service
[8]]. A subsequent study by Mohammadi, Azizi, and Deimary
developed this argument further by analyzing the role of
ancient sport and Zurkhaneh in the promotion of religious and
ethical virtues [9]]. These studies are directly relevant to the
present review because they show how sporting instruments,
ritual practice, epic and religious poetry, architecture, and
exemplary figures collectively contribute to the formation of
athletic and heroic identity.

Architectural symbolism has also received specific atten-
tion. Deimary and Mohammadi examined the expression of
religious beliefs through sacred numbers in Zurkhaneh ar-
chitecture and sport and argued that built form and ritual
symbolism should be interpreted together [[10]]. Their analysis
provides a basis for discussing the gowd, dome, entrance
hierarchy, sardam, and symbolic ordering of space without
treating architectural features as merely decorative.

The ethical background of Zurkhaneh also requires schol-
arship beyond sport history. Zakeri’s account of javanmardi
in Encyclopaedia Iranica explains that futuwwa/javanmardi
refers both to social associations and to an ethical orientation
emphasizing altruism, magnanimity, generosity, and loyalty
[6]]. Ridgeon’s study of Persian Sufi chivalry traces the ethical
and textual development of javanmardi and presents major
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medieval futuwwa texts in translation [7]]. Al-Sulami’s clas-
sical tradition of Sufi chivalry likewise provides an influential
formulation of self-discipline, generosity, hospitality, and the
overcoming of ego [[12]]. These sources provide a firmer basis
for interpreting the moral language of chivalry than incom-
plete or unverifiable bibliographic entries.

A further strand of scholarship concerns the possible re-
lationship between Zurkhaneh symbolism and older Iranian
religious traditions. Comparative studies have noted simi-
larities between the cave-like or sunken character of some
Zurkhanehs and descriptions of Mithraic sacred spaces, while
architectural scholarship has developed symbolic readings of
water, fire, numbers, celestial imagery, and ritual descent [10].
Yet modern scholarship on Mithraism emphasizes the com-
plexity of reconstructing the cult and the absence of evidence
for simple lines of institutional continuity [11]. The Iranian
deity Mithra itself is historically associated with covenant,
alliance, truth, and order, but should not be simplistically
equated with every later form of Mithraism or with Zurkhaneh
ritual [[13]. Accordingly, the present review treats claims of
Mithraic influence as a historiographical and symbolic inter-
pretation rather than as an uncontested historical fact.

Taken together, this literature demonstrates that Zurkhaneh
is best approached as a layered cultural institution. Its sig-
nificance lies at the intersection of physical training, heroic
memory, religious symbolism, ethical formation, architecture,
music, oral performance, and community life. The present
study builds on these verified strands of scholarship to ex-
amine how Islamic rules and ethics have been expressed not
only through explicit moral instruction but also through spatial
organization, ritual hierarchy, bodily practice, and symbolic
sporting equipment.

lll. Review Method

This article adopts a qualitative narrative-review approach
designed for a topic whose evidence is distributed across
several disciplines and source types. The subject cannot be re-
constructed adequately through sport-science literature alone
because the Zurkhaneh is simultaneously an athletic institu-
tion, an architectural setting, a ritual environment, a vehicle
of oral and musical performance, and a site in which reli-
gious and ethical meanings have been expressed. The review
therefore draws on peer-reviewed sport-philosophy and ar-
chitectural studies, historical and anthropological scholarship,
major reference works in Iranian studies, cultural-heritage
documentation, and scholarly editions or translations of ma-
terial concerning futuwwa and javanmardi. The objective is
interpretive synthesis rather than meta-analysis, bibliometric
measurement, or causal evaluation.

Source selection followed three substantive criteria. First, a
source had to address Zurkhaneh, Pahlavani, Iranian wrestling
culture, futuwwa/javanmardi, relevant architectural symbol-
ism, or a directly related historical-religious concept. Second,
preference was given to sources whose bibliographic identity
could be independently verified through a publisher, estab-
lished scholarly reference work, official cultural organization,

or indexed academic journal. Third, when a claim concerned
a contested historical genealogy, sources were selected that
made the limits of the evidence visible rather than merely
repeating a traditional origin narrative. This criterion was
particularly important for claims concerning Mithraism, pre-
Islamic continuity, and the direct institutional ancestry of the
Zurkhaneh.

The review distinguishes four levels of evidence. The first
level consists of documented descriptions of the Zurkhaneh as
an institution: its architecture, exercises, hierarchy, music, ter-
minology, and historical transformation. UNESCO’s heritage
documentation and Chehabi’s Encyclopaedia Iranica entry are
especially important at this level because they provide inde-
pendently identifiable descriptions of the ritual complex [3],
[4]]. Rochard’s monograph adds a contemporary historical-
anthropological reassessment based on extensive engagement
with the Zurkhaneh milieu [5]).

The second level concerns ethical interpretation. Here the
principal question is not whether a ritual or movement existed,
but what moral meaning practitioners and scholars have at-
tributed to it. Peer-reviewed work by Azizi, Mohammadi, and
Deimary and by Mohammadi, Azizi, and Deimary provides
direct analysis of chivalry, religious virtues, and ethical for-
mation within Zurkhaneh sport [§]], [9]]. These studies are read
together with wider scholarship on Persian javanmardi and
Sufi futuwwa, particularly Zakeri and Ridgeon [6], [7]]. This
approach helps prevent the ethical vocabulary of Zurkhaneh
from being treated as if it emerged independently of broader
Islamic and Persian moral traditions.

The third level concerns symbolic and architectural inter-
pretation. Deimary and Mohammadi’s analysis of sacred num-
bers and religious symbolism provides a verified academic ba-
sis for examining how formal features of Zurkhaneh architec-
ture have been interpreted [[10]. Symbolic claims are neverthe-
less separated from material-historical proof. A sunken arena
may acquire a meaning of humility within a community even
if that meaning cannot be demonstrated to have determined
the building’s earliest architectural form. The review therefore
treats symbolic meaning as culturally consequential without
assuming that every later interpretation identifies the original
cause of a feature.

The fourth level concerns deep historical comparison.
Claims involving Mithra, Mithraism, pre-Islamic religion, and
ancient Iranian traditions are evaluated with particular caution.
Schmidt’s account of the Iranian deity Mithra and Beck’s
analysis of Mithraism demonstrate that these subjects involve
complex philological and archaeological debates [11]], [[13]].
Accordingly, similarities between Zurkhaneh and cave-like
ritual architecture, solar symbolism, fire, water, or graded
initiation are reported as interpretations found in the literature
and not as conclusive proof of uninterrupted institutional
transmission.

The review also applies a distinction between normative and
descriptive evidence. Normative texts state how an honorable
person ought to behave; ethnographic or historical descrip-
tions indicate what people actually did. A futuwwa text that
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praises generosity establishes generosity as an ethical ideal,
not the empirical generosity of every athlete. Similarly, a
contemporary description of respect rituals in a Zurkhaneh
does not prove identical practice across all periods or regions.
Maintaining this distinction is essential when discussing
moral history.

Religious quotations and traditions present an addi-
tional methodological problem. Many circulated Persian and
secondary-language compilations reproduce hadiths, sayings,
and narratives in paraphrased form. Table [I] is therefore re-
tained as evidence of the religious material used within the
ethical interpretation of chivalry, but it is explicitly not pre-
sented as a critical hadith edition. Where authenticity or exact
wording becomes central to a theological argument, specialist
verification in the original-language source is required. This
review is concerned primarily with how such traditions have
functioned in Zurkhaneh-related moral discourse.

Finally, the review does not assume that contemporary sport
and traditional Zurkhaneh can be compared through a simple
moral binary. Medical research on performance-enhancing
drugs is used only to establish that some contemporary per-
formance practices carry documented health risks [[1], [2]. It
is not used to claim that modern sport as a whole is morally
corrupt. Correspondingly, the historical presence of ethical
ideals in Zurkhaneh is not used to claim that all traditional
practitioners behaved virtuously. The analytical purpose is to
compare institutional logics: one model explicitly integrates
moral narration with physical training, and this integration can
be examined for its relevance to current discussions of sport
ethics.

IV. Theoretical Foundations
A. Futuwwa and Chivalry

A rigorous interpretation of Zurkhaneh culture requires atten-
tion to the ethical vocabulary through which physical strength
was given social and spiritual meaning. The most important
terms are futuwwa and its Persian counterpart javanmardi. The
Arabic noun futuwwa is derived from fata, “young man,” but
in Islamic ethical and mystical literature the term developed
meanings that extended far beyond chronological youth. It
came to designate an ideal of honorable conduct expressed
through generosity, loyalty, courage, self-restraint, service,
protection of the vulnerable, and the willingness to subordi-
nate personal advantage to a larger moral obligation [6], [[7].
The term therefore describes both an ethical orientation and,
in different historical contexts, forms of association in which
such ideals were taught and performed.

The conceptual history of javanmardi is especially rele-
vant to Iranian physical culture. Zakeri emphasizes that fu-
tuwwa/javanmardi developed through heterogeneous associa-
tions and should not be reduced to a single institutional form
[6]. Ridgeon’s study of Persian Sufi ethics similarly shows that
chivalric ideals changed across time and were interpreted dif-
ferently by Sufi authors, artisans, social groups, and religious
communities [7]. The ethical tradition nevertheless displays
a recurrent concern with overcoming egocentrism. Generos-

ity is meaningful because it limits attachment to property;
courage is morally valuable when it protects others rather
than displaying domination; strength is praiseworthy when it
is disciplined; and social status becomes ethically legitimate
only when accompanied by service.

These principles correspond closely to the normative im-
age of the pahlavan in Zurkhaneh culture. The pahlavan is
not simply a physically powerful wrestler. In the idealized
moral vocabulary of the institution, physical ability must be
accompanied by restraint, humility, fairness, truthfulness, and
concern for the community [8], [9]. This distinction explains
why Iranian cultural memory can celebrate an athlete not
merely for victories but for conduct interpreted as generous
or honorable. The enduring reputation of Puriya-ye Vali is an
important example of this union between wrestling ability and
moral exemplarity [4]], [5].

It is important, however, to distinguish normative ideals
from historical behavior. The presence of a code of chivalry
does not prove that every wrestler, guild, or Zurkhaneh com-
munity always acted according to that code. Ethical texts are
prescriptive by nature: they describe the person one ought
to become. Their significance for this study lies precisely in
that normative function. They supplied a vocabulary through
which the exercise of strength could be judged. Strength with-
out justice could be condemned as domination; seniority with-
out generosity could be interpreted as arrogance; and victory
without self-control could be treated as ethically incomplete.

B. Futuwwa in Literature, Texts, Verses and Narrations

Persian and Islamic literary traditions provided important me-
dia for transmitting these values. Epic poetry, mystical verse,
moral anecdotes, Qur’anic narratives, and traditions attributed
to religious authorities were incorporated into a wider lan-
guage of courage, generosity, fidelity, and self-mastery. In
the Qur’an, forms of the word fata occur in several passages,
including narratives concerning the Companions of the Cave
and references to young men whose identity is associated
with faith or service. Later ethical literature interpreted such
usages within broader discussions of spiritual youthfulness
and honorable conduct [6], [[7].

Within the Zurkhaneh, literary transmission is not sepa-
rate from exercise. The morshed recites epic, religious, and
moral poetry while maintaining rhythm on the zarb. UNESCO
specifically identifies this poetic and musical component as
part of the intangible heritage of Pahlavani and Zoorkhanei rit-
uals [3]]. The words heard during exercise can therefore func-
tion as an interpretive frame for the movements themselves.
A physical action is not experienced only as muscular effort;
it may be accompanied by references to courage, religious
memory, heroic exemplars, humility, or service. The combi-
nation of sound, movement, hierarchy, and shared attention
makes the Zurkhaneh a pedagogical environment in which
moral language is repeatedly associated with bodily practice.

The Shahnameh occupies an especially important place in
the heroic imagination of Iranian culture. Its narratives of
conflict, loyalty, courage, justice, and the defense of com-
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munity provide a repertoire through which physical strength
can be interpreted as part of a larger moral drama. Zurkhaneh
recitation also draws on religious material, particularly in Shi’i
settings, where Imam Ali functions as an exemplary figure of
courage, justice, and chivalry [4]], [9]]. The relationship is not
simply doctrinal. Repetition of names, blessings, narratives,
and poems embeds religious and heroic memory within the
temporal structure of the exercise session.

Classical Sufi futuwwa literature provides another im-
portant ethical background. Al-Sulami’s chivalric tradition
emphasizes generosity, hospitality, self-discipline, friendship,
and the overcoming of the ego [I2]. Ridgeon’s translations
and historical study show how later Persian authors elaborated
comparable themes and linked them to social conduct, reli-
gious discipline, and the responsibilities of masters and disci-
ples [7]. Such literature helps explain why the vocabulary of
Zurkhaneh ethics repeatedly moves between bodily strength
and moral self-command.

A recurring theme in these sources is the reinterpretation
of “strength.” Physical power is acknowledged, but ethical
superiority is associated with control of anger, fidelity to
promises, protection of the weak, fairness, generosity, and
the capacity to resist selfish impulses. This moralization of
strength is crucial for understanding the philosophical role of
wrestling. Wrestling offers an immediate and visible contest
of bodies; futuwwa introduces a second contest, the struggle
to govern one’s own conduct. The physical opponent and the
moral struggle are therefore conceptually linked without being
identical.

The traditions assembled in Table [ illustrate how later
Zurkhaneh and chivalric literature associated self-control,
competition, bravery, and bodily exercise with religious ethi-
cal teaching. The table should not be treated as a critical hadith
edition: authenticity, wording, and chains of transmission re-
quire specialist verification in the original Arabic and Persian
sources. Its purpose here is historiographical. It demonstrates
the kinds of religious formulations that have been used in the
ethical interpretation of Pahlavani and Zurkhaneh practice 7],
(81, [12].

The cumulative effect of these literary and religious tradi-
tions is to define athletic excellence as a combination of bodily
and ethical capacities. In this model, the exemplary athlete
does not merely perform difficult movements or defeat an op-
ponent. The athlete must also learn when not to use strength,
how to respect others, how to accept hierarchy without arro-
gance, how to receive recognition without excessive pride, and
how to connect personal capability to social responsibility.
These principles provide the conceptual foundation for the
architectural and ritual analysis developed in the following
sections.

V. The History of Zurkhaneh Sport

The term Zurkhaneh literally denotes a “house of strength,”
but the institution cannot be understood simply as an
early gymnasium. Historically, it combined physical exercise,
wrestling, music, poetry, hierarchy, sociability, and moral

symbolism. The chronology of its emergence remains uncer-
tain. Modern scholarship therefore cautions against presenting
any single origin narrative as definitive [4], [5]]. The institution
known from the early modern and modern periods was the
product of historical layering, and different components may
have different genealogies.

A. Zurkhaneh Before Islam

Some Iranian scholarship has interpreted aspects of
Zurkhaneh form and symbolism in relation to pre-Islamic
Iranian traditions, especially Mithraic or Mehr-related reli-
gious imagery. These interpretations commonly point to cave-
like space, descent below ground level, ritual hierarchy, the
symbolic importance of light or fire, and the use of platforms
around a central ceremonial area [I0]. Such comparisons
are intellectually significant because they reveal how later
Iranian writers understood cultural continuity. They should
not, however, be converted into a claim of proven direct
descent. Research on Mithraism itself stresses that its history
is difficult to reconstruct and that the relationship between
Iranian Mithra and the Roman mysteries of Mithras remains

complex [TT], [13].

Figure 1: Depiction of athletic movements associated with
Lorestan.

The Iranian deity Mithra is historically associated
with covenant, alliance, vigilance, truth, and social order.
Schmidt’s analysis of the Indo-Iranian tradition emphasizes
the connection of Mithra with agreements and alliances rather
than a simple identification with the sun [13]. Later religious
history and Western Mithraic traditions developed additional
solar and cosmic associations. This distinction is important
for architectural interpretation: claims that every solar, under-
ground, or cave-like feature of a Zurkhaneh derives directly
from Mithraism exceed the available evidence.

Figure [I] reproduces the historical visual material supplied
with the manuscript. It is used here as an illustration of the
broader antiquity of athletic representation in Iranian cultural
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history rather than as direct archaeological proof of Zurkhaneh
continuity.
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The safest historical conclusion is therefore a layered one.
Physical training, wrestling, weapon symbolism, heroic nar-
ratives, and religious meanings all have deep histories in Iran,
but the recognizable Zurkhaneh institution emerged through
later combinations of these elements. The value of pre-Islamic
comparisons lies in understanding the symbolic resources
available to later communities, not in assuming an unchanged
institution spanning millennia [4], [5].

The transition from heroic and martial memory to ex-
plicitly Islamic ethical interpretation is visible in the litera-
ture surrounding futuwwa. Traditions concerning self-control,
courage, competition, generosity, and wrestling were repeat-
edly cited by later writers to demonstrate that bodily strength
should be governed by religious ethics. Table [I] presents a
compilation of such materials as they have been used in
Zurkhaneh-oriented ethical literature.

B. Zurkhaneh After Islam

After the Islamic conquest of Iran, older practices of wrestling
and physical culture continued within new political, religious,
and social contexts. It is difficult to identify a single moment at
which these practices became “the Zurkhaneh.” Chehabi sug-
gests that the institution’s terminology, ethos, and hierarchy
show affinities with futuwwa and Sufism and that wrestling
groups may have adopted elements of these traditions during
the later medieval period [4]. This interpretation is more
cautious than narratives that describe the Zurkhaneh as a direct
military organization created for resistance to a particular
dynasty.

By the medieval period, professional wrestlers, urban asso-
ciations, artisans, Sufi networks, and traditions of javanmardi
were all present in Iranian society. The figure of Pahlavan
Mahmud of Khwarazm, widely remembered in Iran as Puriya-
ye Vali, became an important symbol of the synthesis between
wrestling and moral-spiritual reputation [4]], [5]. His cultural
memory is significant because it demonstrates how the iden-
tity of the wrestler could be elevated from physical performer
to ethical exemplar.

During the Safavid and Qajar periods, wrestling and courtly
or urban patronage became increasingly visible in historical
records. Zurkhanehs operated within cities and were con-
nected with wider patterns of neighborhood sociability. Their
relationship with political authority varied: rulers and elites
could patronize wrestlers, while local communities also sus-
tained their own institutions. The existence of official or semi-
official champions should therefore be understood alongside
the more local social functions of athletic associations [4], [3].

Modernization transformed these relationships. From the
twentieth century onward, international freestyle and Greco-
Roman wrestling developed as standardized competitive
sports with weight classes, formal federations, and interna-
tional rules. Chehabi notes that wrestling, once the central
competitive culmination of the Zurkhaneh session, gradually
became more independent from the gowd as modern com-
petitive formats expanded [4]]. This change did not eliminate

Pahlavani wrestling, but it altered the institutional relationship
between traditional physical culture and modern sport.

The historical representation shown in Figure [2] provides
a visual reference for the enclosed, communal environment
discussed here. The image should be interpreted as historical
illustration rather than as evidence for a single standardized
architectural form.
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Figure 2: Historical representation of a Zurkhaneh interior.

C. Zurkhaneh, Sufism and Shiism

The relationship between Zurkhaneh culture and Sufism is
most evident in its ethical language, forms of hierarchy, use
of poetry, and emphasis on discipline of the self. Futuwwa
traditions developed in close interaction with Sufi ethics,
although they were never confined exclusively to Sufism [6],
[7]. Concepts such as generosity, service, humility, control of
desire, respect for the master, and fraternity offered a moral
vocabulary that could readily be applied to the social world of
wrestlers and athletic associations.

Zurkhaneh ritual also became strongly marked by Twelver
Shi’i symbolism. Chehabi describes veneration of Imam Ali
as a major feature of traditional Zurkhaneh practice, with
blessings upon the Prophet and references to Shi’i sacred
history integrated into exercise sessions [4]]. Imam Ali’s cul-
tural image as both warrior and just moral authority provides
an especially powerful model for an institution concerned
with the ethical regulation of strength. The ideal athlete can
therefore be represented simultaneously as physically capable,
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religiously disciplined, and obligated to protect rather than
oppress.

These religious layers did not erase earlier Iranian heroic
traditions. Instead, epic, national, Sufi, and Shi’i materials
were combined and reinterpreted. The Shahnameh, invoca-
tions of Imam Ali, stories of Puriya-ye Vali, and the ethics
of javanmardi could coexist within the same cultural environ-
ment. This coexistence is one reason that Zurkhaneh should
be interpreted as a historically layered institution rather than
as the expression of a single theological system [5]], [9].

The result was an athletic culture in which ritual partici-
pation communicated belonging and responsibility. Hierarchy
established who led, who requested permission, and who
was honored; poetry supplied moral and heroic narratives;
music synchronized bodies; and religious invocations located
strength within a larger moral universe. These practices help
explain why the philosophical significance of Zurkhaneh can-
not be separated from its architecture.

VI. Zurkhaneh Architecture
Traditional Zurkhanehs were embedded in the social geogra-
phy of Iranian towns and cities rather than functioning only
as isolated sporting halls. Historical descriptions frequently
associate them with dense urban neighborhoods and with
other communal institutions such as bazaars, bathhouses, re-
ligious buildings, and coffeehouses. Chehabi notes that the
architecture of the traditional Zurkhaneh resembled that of
public bathhouses and that the institution formed part of the
urban social environment [4]. This spatial integration matters
because moral education in the Zurkhaneh was not conceived
as a private exercise. The pahlavan was expected to occupy a
visible position in relation to the wider community.

The characteristic interior is organized around the gowd,
a sunken exercise arena surrounded by places for partici-
pants or spectators. UNESCO’s description of Pahlevani and
Zoorkhanei rituals identifies the sacred domed structure, oc-
tagonal sunken arena, audience seating, symbolic instruments,
and leadership of the morshed as defining features of the
heritage [3|]. The spatial arrangement creates a strong dis-
tinction between the exercise zone and the surrounding level.
Participants descend physically into the area of practice while
remaining visible to the community assembled around them.

Scholars have offered symbolic interpretations of this de-
scent. It has been associated with humility because even
a powerful athlete performs below the level of those who
observe. It has also been compared with older Iranian and
Mithraic cave symbolism. Such readings are valuable as inter-
pretations of meaning, but they should not be treated as direct
proof of architectural descent [[10], [11]]. The architectural ev-
idence is more securely used to show that movement through
the building creates an embodied hierarchy: one enters, de-
scends, requests permission, takes a place in relation to senior
practitioners, and performs within a collectively supervised
space.

A. Sardam

The sardam is the elevated position occupied by the morshed,
who coordinates the session through voice, poetry, rhythm,
and the beating of the zarb. Its height gives the leader visual
and acoustic command of the gowd. The morshed is therefore
not simply a musician. He regulates tempo, acknowledges
respected arrivals, guides transitions between exercises, and
frames physical practice through heroic and religious recita-
tion [3]], [4].

The contrast between the elevated sardam and the lowered
gowd produces a visible hierarchy, but that hierarchy is not
solely about status. Ideally, authority carries pedagogical re-
sponsibility. The leader is expected to maintain order, pre-
serve ritual continuity, and direct attention toward the ethical
meaning of the practice. Objects historically displayed around
the sardam—including images or instruments associated with
warriors, heroes, and religious memory—further reinforce the
connection between physical exercise and the moral narratives
of the institution [5], [9].

B. The Gowd (Pit)

The gowd is the main arena of collective exercise. Traditional
examples are polygonal and sunken, although exact geometry
and dimensions vary. The octagonal form is frequently em-
phasized in heritage descriptions and has generated numerous
symbolic interpretations involving sacred numbers, Shi’i ref-
erences, celestial order, and Iranian architectural symbolism
[3], [10]. Such meanings should be understood as part of the
interpretive tradition surrounding Zurkhaneh rather than as a
single universally fixed code.

The social meaning of the gowd is clearer. Entry into the
exercise space is governed by etiquette. Seniority, experience,
permission, and ritual cleanliness historically shaped partici-
pation. The athlete does not simply step onto an anonymous
training floor; entry signifies acceptance into a temporarily
ordered social world. In this sense, the gowd disciplines both
movement and conduct.

The low or controlled entrance traditionally associated with
many Zurkhanehs has also been interpreted ethically. Passing
through a constrained entrance can require a bodily gesture
resembling a bow, and later explanations connect this pos-
ture with humility. Whether or not every architectural form
was intentionally designed for that symbolic purpose, the
interpretation itself became part of the moral pedagogy of
the institution. Architectural features acquire ethical meaning
when communities repeatedly narrate and perform them as
such.

C. The Bell

The bell used by the morshed is both a practical and symbolic
instrument. Practically, it marks moments of attention, honors
distinguished participants, and helps structure the sequence of
the session. Symbolically, it participates in a broader sound-
scape together with the zarb, recited poetry, blessings, and
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collective responses. The athlete therefore trains within an
acoustic as well as a physical architecture.

Some writers have compared the bell and other Zurkhaneh
elements with features attributed to older Iranian or Mithraic
ritual environments [10]. Because the history of Mithraism
and its relationship to Iranian Mithra worship are themselves
complex, such comparisons require caution [11], [[13]. The
stronger conclusion is that the Zurkhaneh became a symbolic
environment in which sound, light, level, enclosure, objects,
and movement were interpreted together.

Taken as a whole, Zurkhaneh architecture can therefore
be understood as a form of embodied moral communication.
The building does not teach through written rules alone. It
organizes who sees whom, who occupies the center, who leads
from above, how one enters, how one requests permission,
and how individual performance remains exposed to collective
observation. The ethical ideals of humility, respect, discipline,
and responsibility are thus reinforced by spatial and ritual
structure [8]], [9].

VIl. Zurkhaneh Sports

Zurkhaneh exercises combine conditioning, rhythm, coordina-
tion, strength, balance, and historically, wrestling. Many of the
principal instruments are conventionally interpreted through
analogies with weapons or equipment associated with martial
life. These interpretations connect bodily training to a heroic
narrative in which the athlete prepares not simply to display
strength but to use strength responsibly. UNESCO likewise
describes the instruments of Pahlavani practice as symbolizing
ancient weapons [3]].

The sequence of exercise is socially regulated. Traditional
practice distinguishes levels of experience and seniority, and
individual exercises are performed within a collective order.
Chehabi notes that practitioners historically advanced through
recognized grades and that requests for permission were part
of the etiquette surrounding individual performance [4]. This
organization transforms training into a lesson in social posi-
tioning: athletic competence is displayed, but it is displayed
within rules concerning precedence, recognition, and respect.

Music and poetry are essential to the performance. The
morshed establishes rhythm with the zarb and accompanies
exercise with epic, religious, or moral recitation. The athlete’s
movement is consequently synchronized not only with other
bodies but also with a shared cultural narrative [3]], [9]. The
relationship between instrument, movement, and language
gives Zurkhaneh practice its distinctive educational character.

A. Sang (Stone-Lifting Exercise)

The sang consists of heavy shield-like boards lifted while the
athlete lies on the back. The movement develops upper-body
strength and control and has traditionally been interpreted
through the symbolism of the warrior’s shield. The analogy
is important because it turns a resistance exercise into a
mnemonic device: the object recalls protection and combat
even when used in a non-combat training environment [3], [4].

The ethical interpretation of the exercise lies not in the
object itself but in the narrative surrounding it. A shield sym-
bolizes defense as much as force. Within the moral vocabulary
of Pahlavani culture, the strong person is ideally one who can
defend the vulnerable and resist injustice. The physical burden
of the sang can therefore be interpreted as compatible with a
larger ethic of responsibility.

B. Spinning
Rapid turning or charkh is among the characteristic individual
exercises of the Zurkhaneh. It requires balance, spatial aware-
ness, coordination, and control. Comparisons have sometimes
been made with Sufi turning, although the practices should
not be treated as identical. The important commonality is that
rotation can be interpreted beyond its mechanical function and
incorporated into spiritual or symbolic language [4], [5].
Traditional etiquette surrounding individual performance is
particularly significant here. Athletes request permission and
perform in relation to seniority. Chehabi observes that the
ordering of individual exercises could express humility in a
manner that differs from ordinary expectations of precedence
[4]. The athletic act thus carries a social lesson about how
distinction should be negotiated.

C. Wrestling

Wrestling historically formed the competitive core of
Zurkhaneh culture. It provided a direct test of strength, tech-
nique, endurance, judgment, and emotional control. Chehabi
notes that wrestling was once the culminating event of the
Zurkhaneh session and that its institutional relationship with
the Zurkhaneh weakened as modern freestyle and Greco-
Roman wrestling became established [4]. Pahlavani wrestling
nevertheless retained an important symbolic relationship to
the older tradition.

The philosophy of futuwwa gives wrestling a particularly
rich ethical interpretation. Victory over another body is visible
and measurable, but the tradition repeatedly emphasizes a sec-
ond form of victory: control over anger, arrogance, greed, and
the desire to humiliate an opponent. For this reason, wrestling
is frequently used as a metaphor for the struggle against the
undisciplined self [7]], [8]]. The opponent is respected because
the contest provides the conditions through which skill and
character are tested.

This interpretation also explains the importance of ritual
conduct before and after wrestling. Salutations, permission,
respect for seniority, and restrictions against humiliating be-
havior communicate that competition is bounded by a moral
relationship. A wrestler who wins physically but violates the
ethical order can therefore fail to embody the ideal of the
pahlavan.

D. Mil and Kabbadeh Exercises

The mil consists of heavy wooden clubs swung in controlled
patterns. Its form is conventionally associated with the mace,
while the kabbadeh is a heavy bow-shaped iron instrument
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whose design evokes the martial bow [3]], [4]]. These analogies
make the historical memory of combat materially present
within exercise.

Training with these instruments requires coordination and
disciplined technique rather than uncontrolled force. The ath-
lete must learn how to handle weight, rhythm, momentum,
and space safely in relation to others. Their pedagogical
value therefore extends beyond muscular development. The
instruments teach that power is effective only when governed
by technique and timing.

The hierarchy of performance further reinforces this mes-
sage. Senior practitioners may use heavier equipment and
occupy recognized positions within the ritual order, while
novices learn progressively. Ideally, seniority is not merely
privilege; it carries an obligation to model conduct. The visible
difference between novice and experienced athlete makes the
Zurkhaneh a setting for apprenticeship in both movement and
etiquette.

Across these exercises, the central pattern is consistent.
Physical objects and movements are repeatedly interpreted
through a moral vocabulary. The sang can evoke protection,
the mil and kabbadeh controlled martial power, spinning
disciplined balance, and wrestling mastery of both technique
and emotion. This symbolic organization distinguishes the
Zurkhaneh from a purely instrumental training space and
prepares the ground for its explicit moral principles.

VIIl. The Moral Principles of Zurkhaneh

The moral dimension of Zurkhaneh culture is expressed
through a network of expectations rather than a single written
code. Historical and contemporary descriptions repeatedly as-
sociate the ideal pahlavan with humility, truthfulness, courage,
generosity, loyalty, self-restraint, respect for elders, hospital-
ity, protection of the vulnerable, and service to the community
[131, [8], [9]. These principles overlap substantially with the
ethical vocabulary of futuwwa/javanmardi [|6], [7].

Moral formation occurs through repeated practice. The ath-
lete requests permission, accepts correction, performs under
observation, yields precedence according to ritual conven-
tion, hears poetry and religious invocations, and encounters
physical symbols associated with heroic memory. Ethics is
therefore embedded in routine rather than presented only as
abstract instruction. The following principles summarize the
main values articulated in the literature.

A. Patriotism

Heroic literature frequently links physical courage to the
defense of community and homeland. The Shahnameh, which
forms part of the literary environment of Zurkhaneh recita-
tion, provides a major cultural repertoire of loyalty, courage,
conflict, and responsibility. Within Pahlavani interpretation,
physical strength can therefore be represented as socially
meaningful when it is directed toward protection rather than
private domination [3], [9].

Modern scholarship should distinguish this cultural patri-
otism from exclusionary nationalism. The historically impor-

tant point is that the athlete’s body was imagined as having
obligations beyond the self. Community, neighborhood, and
collective memory supplied a moral context for strength.

B. Chastity

Chastity in futuwwa literature belongs to the broader disci-
pline of desire. It is linked to control of the gaze, speech,
sexuality, and conduct rather than merely to dress [7]], [12].
In the Zurkhaneh context, bodily exposure during exercise
coexisted historically with strict moral expectations concern-
ing behavior. This combination demonstrates that physical
display and ethical restraint were not necessarily understood
as opposites.

The contemporary relevance of this principle is best ex-
pressed as respect for bodily dignity, boundaries, and self-
control. Historical gender restrictions associated with tradi-
tional Zurkhaneh practice should be analysed as part of the
institution’s social history rather than reproduced uncritically
as universal moral requirements [J5]].

C. Early Rising and Discipline

Traditional accounts often associate Zurkhaneh exercise with
early-morning practice, religious observance, and disciplined
routine. The ethical significance of early rising lies in the
cultivation of regularity and self-command. Training requires
the athlete to organize time, accept repetition, and continue
practice beyond immediate pleasure.

Discipline in this sense is not merely obedience to an
external authority. It is the capacity to govern one’s habits
in accordance with chosen obligations. This understanding is
consistent with the wider futuwwa emphasis on self-mastery
(7).

D. Supporting Good and Resisting Evil

Iranian heroic and religious narratives often organize moral
experience through contrasts between justice and oppression,
truth and falsehood, disciplined conduct and destructive de-
sire. Zurkhaneh ethics translates this symbolic opposition into
expectations about the use of strength. The ideal athlete should
support the weak, oppose injustice, and avoid using physical
capacity to humiliate or exploit others [8]], [9]].

The principle is therefore both inward and outward. In-
wardly, the athlete resists anger, vanity, and selfish impulse.
Outwardly, the athlete is expected to act responsibly in relation
to other people. This dual interpretation explains why stories
of heroic combat can coexist with teachings about patience
and restraint.

E. Truthfulness
Truthfulness is a foundational element of javanmardi. A per-
son whose public reputation depends on courage but whose
speech cannot be trusted fails the ethical ideal of the pahlavan.
Classical chivalric literature repeatedly connects honor with
honesty, fidelity, and reliability [6]], [7].

Within an athletic community, truthfulness also has prac-
tical significance. Training depends on trust among partners,
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fair acknowledgment of victory and defeat, and confidence
that senior figures will exercise authority responsibly. Moral
reputation is therefore created through repeated credible con-
duct rather than through strength alone.

F. Faithfulness to Covenants

Keeping promises is closely related to truthfulness but places
greater emphasis on continuity over time. The language of
covenant has deep importance in Islamic ethics and in Iranian
religious history. Mithra itself was historically associated with
covenant and alliance in ancient Iranian tradition [13]], while
Islamic chivalric literature gives promise-keeping an explicitly
moral and religious significance [[7].

In the Zurkhaneh, this principle can be interpreted through
loyalty to teachers, fellow athletes, communal obligations, and
the ethical expectations attached to the status of pahlavan. A
reputation for reliability converts personal honor into social
trust.

G. Hospitality

Hospitality is a recurring virtue in Persian and Sufi ethical
literature. It expresses generosity by requiring the host to
make room for another person’s needs. In chivalric ethics,
hospitality is valuable precisely because it moves resources
away from exclusive self-interest [7]], [12]].

Traditional Zurkhanehs were communal spaces in which
spectators, novices, senior athletes, and local supporters in-
teracted. Hospitality therefore belongs naturally to the so-
cial character of the institution. It helps explain why the
Zurkhaneh historically functioned as more than a private
training facility.

H. Confidentiality and Discretion

Chivalric ethics often values the protection of another per-
son’s dignity. This includes avoiding unnecessary exposure
of faults, refraining from humiliating others, and treating
entrusted information responsibly [7[], [12]. Such discretion
is particularly important in communities organized around
reputation and honor.

Within a training environment, confidentiality also creates
psychological safety. Athletes must be able to make mistakes,
receive correction, and develop competence without being
subjected to needless humiliation. The historical language of
protecting secrets can thus be understood more broadly as an
ethic of responsible social trust.

1. Assisting the Vulnerable

Protection of weaker members of society is among the most
recognizable ideals of javanmardi. The hero is not merely the
person capable of defeating strong opponents; moral superior-
ity is demonstrated by using strength on behalf of those who
lack equivalent power [6], [8]. UNESCO’s account of Pahla-
vani also emphasizes the strong relationship of practitioner
groups with local communities and their assistance to people
in need [3]].

This principle is particularly important for contemporary
interpretation because it converts athletic power into social re-
sponsibility. Strength gains ethical value through the purposes
it serves.

J. Manhood and Masculinity

Traditional Zurkhaneh developed historically as a male social
institution, and its vocabulary of javanmardi is closely tied
to culturally specific ideas of manhood. Courage, generosity,
self-control, protection, and responsibility were represented as
qualities of the honorable man. Modern scholarship, however,
should distinguish the ethical content of these virtues from
historical gender exclusivity [3].

Values such as fairness, courage, generosity, humility, and
service are not inherently male. Contemporary engagement
with Zurkhaneh ethics can therefore retain their moral sig-
nificance while critically examining the gendered structures
through which they were historically transmitted.

K. Self-Sacrifice

Self-sacrifice refers to the willingness to accept personal
cost for the welfare of another person or the community.
In futuwwa literature this principle is closely connected to
generosity and the overcoming of ego [7]], [12]]. It does not
require self-destruction; rather, it challenges the assumption
that personal advantage should always determine action.

In sport, the principle can be expressed through mentoring
younger athletes, protecting team members, sharing resources,
accepting responsibility, and refusing unfair advantage. Such
conduct represents a form of strength that is moral rather than
merely physical.

L. Observance of the Right of Bread and Salt

The cultural expression “the right of bread and salt” refers to
obligations created through hospitality and shared sustenance.
To accept another person’s food creates a relationship that
should not be answered with betrayal. Within Iranian ethical
memory, the expression condenses ideas of gratitude, loyalty,
reciprocity, and respect.

Its relevance to Zurkhaneh lies in the broader concept of
relational obligation. Athletes do not develop in isolation:
teachers, training partners, families, communities, and insti-
tutions contribute to their formation. Acknowledging “bread
and salt” is therefore a symbolic way of recognizing debts of
care and refusing ingratitude.

M. Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness extends moral responsibility to property,
speech, promises, authority, and personal information. Clas-
sical futuwwa texts repeatedly condemn betrayal and present
reliability as a condition of honorable fellowship [7]]. A strong
individual who cannot be trusted represents a danger rather
than an ethical ideal.

The structure of Zurkhaneh depends on trust at multiple lev-
els. Novices trust experienced athletes to teach safely; athletes
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trust the morshed and senior members to exercise authority
fairly; and the surrounding community evaluates practitioners
partly through their public reputation. Trustworthiness there-
fore links internal discipline with social legitimacy.

N. Contentment and Freedom

Contentment is not equivalent to passivity. In Sufi and chival-
ric ethics it refers to freedom from excessive attachment to
possessions, status, and comparison with others [7], [12].
A person who cannot control desire remains dependent on
external recognition even if physically powerful.

This principle provides an important counterpoint to the
pursuit of fame and wealth in sport. Competitive success and
material reward are not inherently unethical, but they become
problematic when they displace every other value. Zurkhaneh
ethics offers a vocabulary for evaluating success in relation
to character rather than treating public recognition as the sole
measure of achievement.

O. Seeking Justice

Justice is central to the moral legitimacy of strength. The
heroic athlete is expected to resist oppression rather than
reproduce it. In Zurkhaneh symbolism, bells, chains, heroic
narratives, and invocations of Imam Ali have often been
interpreted through the language of justice and the defense of
the wronged [9]], [[10].

The contemporary significance of this principle is straight-
forward: athletic communities should apply rules fairly, pro-
tect participants from abuse, and ensure that authority is
accountable. Ethical tradition becomes meaningful when it
informs institutional practice.

P. National Identity

Zurkhaneh has long contributed to representations of Ira-
nian cultural identity. Epic poetry, Persian heroic memory,
wrestling, ritual music, and distinctive architecture make the
institution recognizable as part of Iran’s cultural heritage.
UNESCO’s inscription has also given this heritage an inter-
national framework [3]].

National identity should nevertheless be distinguished from
claims of cultural purity. The history of the Zurkhaneh itself
demonstrates interaction among multiple religious, social, and
regional traditions [4]], [5]. Its value lies in the distinctive
synthesis created in Iran rather than in isolation from wider
historical influences.

Q. Respect for Elders

Respect for elders and experienced practitioners is built into
the hierarchy of traditional Zurkhaneh. Seniority influences
precedence, forms of greeting, permission, and recognition.
These practices acknowledge accumulated experience and
preserve continuity between generations [3]], [4]].

The ethical legitimacy of hierarchy, however, depends on
reciprocity. Senior practitioners should not merely receive
deference; they should model restraint, fairness, generosity,

and responsibility toward novices. When authority is sepa-
rated from obligation, hierarchy can become domination. The
chivalric ideal therefore binds respect for elders to the moral
duties of those who hold senior status.

Taken together, these principles show that Zurkhaneh ethics
does not consist of a single rule or doctrine. It is a rela-
tional model in which physical strength, self-command, social
responsibility, memory, hierarchy, and service are mutually
reinforcing. The architecture and exercises discussed earlier
provide the setting in which these values are repeatedly dra-
matized. The philosophical importance of the institution lies
in this integration of body, space, ritual, and ethics.

IX. Discussion
A. Zurkhaneh as an Integrated Ethical Environment

The central analytical result of this review is that the moral
meaning of Zurkhaneh cannot be located in any single com-
ponent. Ethical formation emerges from the interaction of
architecture, hierarchy, narrative, sound, movement, memory,
and social expectation. This distinguishes the institution from
models of sport in which ethical education is added externally
through a code of conduct or a separate classroom session. In
Zurkhaneh, the normative message is distributed throughout
the experience of training.

Architecture participates in this process by organizing bod-
ies in relation to one another. The athlete descends into the
gowd, becomes visible to others, occupies a position defined
by experience and ritual, and performs under the authority of
the morshed. The built environment therefore makes hierarchy
and observation unavoidable. Ethical meanings such as humil-
ity or respect do not arise automatically from level changes
or geometry, but the community’s repeated interpretation of
these features gives spatial organization a pedagogical role [3]],
[10].

Sound adds another layer. The rhythmic beat of the zarb,
the bell, recited poetry, invocations, and collective responses
establish a shared temporal order. An individual athlete must
coordinate personal effort with the timing of the group. This
coordination has practical value for exercise, but it also has
social significance. The athlete learns that performance occurs
within a collective rhythm rather than in complete isolation.
The morshed’s language further interprets the physical act
through narratives of heroism, religion, service, and discipline
(9]

Hierarchy provides continuity, but its ethical significance
depends on how authority is exercised. Respect for elders
can transmit experience, preserve ritual knowledge, and create
mentorship. The same hierarchy can become ethically prob-
lematic if seniority is treated as unconditional privilege. The
logic of futuwwa offers an internal criterion for evaluating
authority: the more powerful or experienced person should
display greater generosity, restraint, and responsibility [7].
This reciprocity is crucial for contemporary application. Re-
spect should not shield abusive conduct; it should increase the
obligations of those who hold authority.
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B. The Relationship Between Strength and Self-Control

A second major theme is the reinterpretation of strength.
Modern sport often measures strength through output: weight
lifted, opponent defeated, distance covered, or competitive
ranking. Zurkhaneh retains measurable physical achievement
but surrounds it with a moral vocabulary that evaluates how
strength is used. This produces a distinction between capacity
and virtue. Capacity describes what the athlete can do; virtue
concerns when, why, and toward whom that capacity should
be exercised.

The distinction is visible in the chivalric emphasis on
anger control. A physically strong person who cannot restrain
anger is not considered complete within the ethical logic of
futuwwa. The same principle appears in ideals of generosity
and protection of the vulnerable. Strength becomes morally
meaningful when it creates security, justice, or service rather
than fear. This interpretation is compatible with the broader
Sufi concern with overcoming ego and with the Persian ethical
language of javanmardi [6]], [7], [12].

Such a model is relevant to contemporary sport because
physical excellence can increase social influence. Successful
athletes often become public figures, mentors, commercial
representatives, or symbols of collective identity. The ethical
question is therefore not limited to rule compliance during
competition. It includes how status is used, how younger
athletes are treated, how victory and defeat are narrated,
and whether public recognition encourages responsibility or
entitlement.

C. Historical Memory and the Risk of Romanticization

The manuscript’s subject naturally invites admiration for a tra-
dition that explicitly connected physical and moral formation.
Academic analysis must nevertheless resist romanticization.
Historical institutions were shaped by the social structures
of their periods, including gender restrictions, hierarchies,
patronage relationships, and forms of exclusion that should
not automatically be revived. Rochard’s work is particularly
useful because it emphasizes the complex and changing social
life of the Zurkhaneh rather than presenting a timeless ideal
(50

The same caution applies to origin stories. A tradition
may understand itself through narratives of antiquity, Mithraic
symbolism, heroic resistance, or direct religious inheritance.
These narratives can be culturally powerful even when their
historical accuracy is uncertain. Scholarship should therefore
ask two separate questions: whether a claim can be demon-
strated historically, and what cultural work the claim performs
for the community that repeats it. A Mithraic origin story,
for example, may express a desire to connect contemporary
Iranian identity with deep antiquity even if a continuous
institutional line cannot be proved.

This distinction allows cultural memory to be stud-
ied respectfully without turning memory into archaeology.
Chehabi’s observation that the origin of the Zurkhaneh is
shrouded in uncertainty is therefore not a reason to dismiss

traditional narratives [4]. Instead, it is a methodological in-
struction to classify them correctly. They belong to the his-
tory of interpretation unless independent evidence establishes
more.

D. Islamic Ethics, Shiism, and Plural Historical Layers
The Islamic ethical character of later Zurkhaneh practice is
much more directly documented than claims of ancient insti-
tutional continuity. Shi’i symbolism, invocations of Imam Ali,
blessings upon the Prophet, moral narratives, and the ethical
vocabulary of futuwwa are well established in descriptions
of the institution [3], [4]. The relationship between these
elements and Sufism is also historically plausible because
futuwwa literature developed in close interaction with Sufi
ethics [7]].

Yet even here, uniformity should not be assumed. Chehabi
notes that Zurkhanehs existed in settings where religious
identities differed and that ritual could be adapted [4]]. This ev-
idence is important because it shows that a tradition may have
a dominant symbolic vocabulary without being completely
homogeneous. The Zurkhaneh is therefore better understood
as an Iranian institution capable of absorbing and reworking
different religious and social influences.

This layered character strengthens the architectural argu-
ment. Symbols are not fixed once and for all. A bell can
acquire one meaning in one historical narrative and another
in a later Shi’i interpretation. A sunken space can be read
through humility, cosmology, or practical architectural prece-
dent. Cultural continuity often works through reinterpretation
rather than exact replication.

E. Implications for Contemporary Sports Architecture

The review suggests that sports architecture can influence
ethical experience without determining it. Buildings orga-
nize encounter, visibility, hierarchy, accessibility, and col-
lective memory. A contemporary training facility designed
only for circulation efficiency and equipment capacity may
still support excellent sport, but it does not automatically
create opportunities for communal reflection or mentorship.
The Zurkhaneh demonstrates a contrasting model in which
spatial organization and ritual make social relationships highly
visible.

This insight does not imply that contemporary gyms should
imitate domes, sunken pits, or traditional decoration. Literal
imitation without the corresponding social practices would
reduce symbolic architecture to style. A more productive
approach is to translate underlying principles. Spaces can be
designed to support intergenerational interaction, collective
acknowledgment, visible mentoring, communal storytelling,
reflection, and the recognition of achievement without isolat-
ing elite performers from less experienced participants.

Accessibility is equally important. Historical Zurkhanehs
were embedded in neighborhoods and related to local com-
munity life. Contemporary sports facilities often operate at
larger scales and may be separated physically or economically
from everyday urban activity. Reconsidering the relationship
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between sports buildings and their surrounding communities
could recover part of the social function without reproducing
the exact historical form.

F. Implications for Coaching and Athlete Education

The Zurkhaneh model also suggests that ethical education is
more effective when connected to routine practice. A coach
who discusses respect only after a disciplinary incident treats
ethics as corrective. By contrast, a training culture can em-
bed respect in how athletes enter, greet, share equipment,
acknowledge opponents, mentor beginners, receive criticism,
and respond to victory. These repeated behaviors make moral
expectations concrete.

Ritual is relevant here in a broad sociological sense. Mod-
ern teams already use rituals: handshakes, pre-match circles,
awards, initiation practices, codes of dress, and forms of
celebration. The ethical question is not whether ritual exists
but what it teaches. Ritual can reinforce inclusion and respon-
sibility, or it can normalize humiliation and exclusion. The
historical Zurkhaneh provides an example of using repeated
forms to connect physical achievement with an articulated
moral identity.

Mentorship is another transferable principle. Traditional
hierarchy distinguished novices from experienced practition-
ers. Contemporary sport can preserve the educational benefit
of experience while making authority accountable. Senior
athletes can be given formal responsibilities for safe practice,
welcoming newcomers, explaining traditions, and modeling
conduct. Such roles should complement rather than replace
professional safeguarding and coaching standards.

G. Performance, Health, and the Ethical Limits of
Winning

The manuscript begins with concern about the transformation
of sport under intense performance pressure. That concern
becomes academically stronger when expressed through spe-
cific evidence rather than broad condemnation. Performance-
enhancing drugs provide one clear example. Reviews docu-
ment serious adverse effects associated with several doping
agents, including cardiovascular, endocrine, psychiatric, hep-
atic, renal, and musculoskeletal consequences [1], [2]. These
findings show that the pursuit of performance can sometimes
conflict directly with health.

The Zurkhaneh tradition contributes a philosophical re-
sponse by refusing to define excellence through victory alone.
The ideal pahlavan is evaluated by character as well as ability.
This does not solve contemporary doping, commercialization,
or athlete-welfare problems, but it offers a different hierarchy
of values. Health, self-command, fairness, and social respon-
sibility become constitutive of athletic excellence rather than
external constraints imposed on it.

Such an approach is compatible with modern sport ethics.
Fair play, athlete welfare, safeguarding, and anti-doping al-
ready assume that there are limits to what may be done for
competitive advantage. Zurkhaneh ethics adds a culturally
specific vocabulary in which those limits are connected to

character formation. The point is not that one tradition pos-
sesses a complete solution, but that historical models can
widen the conceptual resources available for contemporary
ethical education.

H. Limitations of the Review

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the source
base spans different languages, disciplines, and historical pe-
riods. Terminology is not always standardized, and English
transliterations of Persian and Arabic terms vary substantially.
This review adopts relatively common English forms such as
Zurkhaneh, futuwwa, javanmardi, gowd, and morshed, while
recognizing that alternative scholarly transliterations exist.

Second, the review relies partly on secondary scholar-
ship for historical religious material. The hadith-related ta-
ble records traditions used in the ethical interpretation of
Zurkhaneh, but it is not a source-critical study of hadith
transmission. Specialist theological claims require verification
against original-language editions and the relevant disciplines
of hadith criticism.

Third, symbolic interpretation can be difficult to separate
from retrospective explanation. Communities often assign
meaning to architectural forms after those forms have devel-
oped for practical reasons. The presence of a compelling sym-
bolic interpretation does not prove original design intention.
For this reason, the review differentiates functional description
from later symbolic reading wherever the evidence permits.

Fourth, contemporary practice is diverse. The existence
of an ethical ideal in heritage documentation or scholarly
literature does not demonstrate uniform observance in every
Zurkhaneh. Ethnographic research across regions, genera-
tions, and institutions would be necessary to establish how
practitioners currently understand these values.

Finally, the review is not an evaluation of an intervention. It
does not test whether exposure to Zurkhaneh practice causes
measurable improvement in moral reasoning, prosocial be-
havior, self-control, or community engagement. Such claims
would require prospective empirical research with clearly
defined outcomes. The present contribution is conceptual and
historical: it identifies how an athletic institution has been
organized around an explicit relationship among physical ca-
pability, social responsibility, architecture, ritual, and ethics.

X. Conclusion

This review has examined Zurkhaneh as an integrated cultural
institution in which physical training, architecture, ritual hier-
archy, poetry, music, religious symbolism, and moral educa-
tion have historically been brought into a single social envi-
ronment. The evidence does not support a simple contrast in
which all traditional sport is morally superior and all modern
sport is ethically deficient. It does, however, demonstrate that
the Zurkhaneh tradition made the ethical purpose of athletic
formation unusually explicit. Strength was expected to be ac-
companied by humility, courage by self-restraint, seniority by
responsibility, and personal skill by service to the community
131, (81, (9.

73



Azizi and Mohammadi: Islamic Rules and Ethics in Zurkhaneh Architecture

AQCHIVES DS SUIENCES

A Multidisciplinary Journal

The philosophical language of futuwwa and javanmardi is
central to this interpretation. Historical scholarship describes
these traditions as ethical systems concerned with generosity,
loyalty, magnanimity, discipline, protection of others, and the
subordination of egoistic interest to a larger moral purpose
[l6], [[7]. Within Iranian athletic culture, these ideals became
connected with heroic exemplars, Sufi ethical language, and
Shi’i devotion, particularly the symbolic status of Imam Ali.
The continuing memory of Puriya-ye Vali similarly illustrates
the way sporting prowess and moral reputation could be fused
in the cultural image of the pahlavan [4], [5].

Architecture contributed to that ethical pedagogy. The
sunken gowd, the elevated sardam, the controlled sequence of
entry, the arrangement of spectators, the symbolic equipment,
and the rhythmic authority of the morshed helped transform
exercise into a collective ritual rather than an isolated per-
formance of strength. The spatial environment repeatedly
reminded participants that bodily capability was embedded
within hierarchy, permission, respect, memory, and social
observation [3]], [10]. For this reason, the architecture of
Zurkhaneh should be interpreted not simply as a container for
sport but as part of the moral communication system of the
institution.

The review also shows why historical caution is necessary.
Claims that Zurkhaneh descends directly from Mithraic tem-
ples, pre-Islamic warrior institutions, or a single ancient reli-
gious system remain debated. Scholarship on both Zurkhaneh
and Mithraism warns against converting formal similarities
into proof of uninterrupted institutional descent [4], [S], [11].
A more defensible interpretation is that Zurkhaneh developed
through successive historical layers in which older Iranian
symbols, wrestling traditions, futuwwa, Sufi ethical concepts,
Shi’i devotion, urban sociability, and changing forms of sport
were combined and reinterpreted.

The relevance of this tradition to contemporary sport there-
fore lies less in reconstructing an idealized past than in re-
considering the relationship between athletic achievement and
moral formation. Modern sport faces documented concerns
ranging from performance-enhancing drug use to commercial
pressure, identity, excessive specialization, and the separation
of physical success from wider social responsibility [1]], [2].
Zurkhaneh offers a historically specific example of an alterna-
tive educational logic in which training was accompanied by
moral narratives, symbolic reminders, respect for experience,
collective responsibility, and service-oriented ideals. These
elements cannot simply be transferred unchanged into con-
temporary clubs or stadiums, but they can inform the design
of ethical sporting environments.

Future research should distinguish more carefully between
documented history, living practice, theological interpretation,
architectural symbolism, and cultural memory. Comparative
ethnographic work with contemporary Zurkhanehs, archival
studies, architectural documentation, oral histories, and stud-
ies of younger practitioners would clarify which ethical prin-
ciples remain active and how they are understood today. Such
research could also examine whether selected principles—

including humility, respect, self-control, generosity, and re-
sponsibility toward weaker members of the community—can
be incorporated into contemporary sport education without re-
producing exclusions associated with some historical forms of
masculine sociability. In this sense, the enduring contribution
of Zurkhaneh is not a fixed model to be copied, but a powerful
case for treating physical culture, built space, collective ritual,
and ethics as interconnected dimensions of sporting life.
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