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Abstract
Objective: Given the rich social, cultural, and ethical heritage of Zurkhaneh
sport and its champions (Pahlevans), it is essential to examine this traditional
sport through the perspective of social well-being. Therefore, this study
aimed to analyze Zurkhaneh sport within the framework of social well-being
theory.
Methodology: This study employed thematic analysis. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted with participants including expert Pahlevans who
possessed both practical and theoretical knowledge of Zurkhaneh culture,
history, and traditions. Participants were selected through snowball
sampling, and interviews concluded at the sixteenth interview upon reaching
theoretical saturation.
Results: The findings revealed that Zurkhaneh sport embodies the five
dimensions of social well-being theory: social integration, social acceptance,
social adaptation, social contribution, and social actualization.
Conclusion: Zurkhaneh sport demonstrates significant potential for
enhancing social well-being. The correspondence between the dimensions
identified in the study of Zurkhaneh sport and its practitioners' conduct
indicates its substantial capacity for developing interpersonal relationships
and social well-being, ultimately contributing to societal advancement.
Keywords: Zurkhaneh Sport, Traditional Iranian Sport, Chivalry and Valor
Tradition, Social Well-being.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem

Zurkhaneh, a traditional Iranian martial art and athletic system, has historically
integrated physical training with moral, spiritual, and social development. The
sport's rich cultural heritage combines pre-Islamic Persian traditions with
Islamic values, particularly emphasizing the principles of chivalry (Javanmardi)
and moral excellence. The research investigates how Zurkhaneh sport embodies
and promotes the five dimensions of social well-being: social integration, social
acceptance, social adaptation, social contribution, and social actualization.
Historical evidence, including accounts from ancient Greek historians and
philosophers, highlights how Persian athletic training was consistently paired
with moral education to develop both physical prowess and ethical character.
Zurkhaneh's distinctive features include ritualistic practices, spiritual elements,
and community-oriented values that transcend mere physical exercise. The sport
serves as an identity-forming institution that creates role models who promote
social cohesion and moral values in society. This study's significance lies in
understanding how traditional athletic practices like Zurkhaneh can contribute
to social well-being and community development in contemporary society.

Methodology

This research employed a qualitative approach utilizing thematic analysis (TA)
as its primary methodological framework. TA is a systematic method for
identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns of meaning within qualitative
data. This approach offers researchers greater flexibility as it doesn't necessarily
require adherence to pre-existing theoretical frameworks, allowing for the
emergence of novel patterns and themes from the data. The participant selection
process began after obtaining necessary research and ethical approvals. The
study employed non-probability (purposive) sampling using the snowball
technique. The research team established specific inclusion criteria for
participants to ensure the collection of rich and comprehensive data. These
criteria included: possession of extensive knowledge and lived experiences in
Zurkhaneh sports and chivalry, willingness to participate voluntarily and
actively, capability for theoretical discussion and reflection, and availability of
sufficient time for interviews. Specifically, participants comprised two main
groups: expert Pahlevans (traditional athletes) with comprehensive practical and
theoretical knowledge of Zurkhaneh culture, history, and traditions;
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and researchers and scholars with significant research experience in Zurkhaneh
sports and chivalric culture. The sampling process began with an initial
interview with a key informant (a master practitioner), who then recommended
other suitable participants. This snowball sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. While data saturation was reached after the fifteenth
interview, the researchers continued until the nineteenth interview to ensure
comprehensive coverage and robust findings. The final research model was
reviewed and validated by multiple experts in the field. The study ultimately
included sixteen in-depth interviews with experts and specialists. This
methodological approach enabled the researchers to gather rich, detailed data
about how Zurkhaneh sport embodies and promotes social well-being, while
maintaining rigorous academic standards through systematic data collection and
analysis procedures. The study employed semi-structured interviews conducted
primarily in Persian and Azerbaijani Turkish at participants' homes, with
recorded conversations focusing on identifying concepts, customs, and practices
of Pahlevans and knights. Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously,
with immediate transcription and coding following each interview until
saturation was reached. To ensure research quality and reliability, the study
implemented several validation methods including theoretical sensitivity,
participant verification, and repeated data checking. An inter-coder reliability
check was performed with an 89% agreement rate. The thematic network
analysis method was chosen among four possible approaches for analyzing the
qualitative data.

Results

The collected data was analyzed using thematic network analysis methodology.
In this phase of the research, from approximately 900 transcribed interview
sentences, after removing redundant and irrelevant items, around 430
meaningful units were extracted from the interview texts. In subsequent stages,
researchers systematically extracted the lowest level propositions of the
phenomenon from the text (basic themes). Then, the necessary statements
extracted from the interview transcripts were grouped based on common
semantic categories. By categorizing these basic themes and condensing them
into more abstract principles, researchers formed organizing themes. In the next
step, researchers incorporated the resulting themes into fundamental metaphors,
transformed them into themes governing the entire text, and developed global
themes.
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Basic Themes Organizing Themes Global Themes

Affection and kindness, altruism, brotherhood, Social Bonds Social Cohesion
social family, public relations
Patience, forgiveness,  fairness, equality, Social Commitment

benevolence, philanthropy, self-sacrifice,

compassion

Cooperation, accountability Social Responsibility Social Participation
Reform-mindedness, control and prevention Social Security

Trustworthiness, honesty and loyalty, authority, Social Trust Social Conformity

trustee

Tolerance and social restraint, self-control Social Etiquette

Champion's acceptability Social Acceptability Social Acceptance

Respect, honor and dignity Social Reverence

Moral excellence, ethical refinement, possessor of  Social Refinement Social Flourishing

transcendent spirit and body, chivalry, humility

Discussion and Conclusion

The research examined the relationship between Zurkhaneh sports traditions
and social health theory, revealing how this traditional Persian athletic system
promotes social well-being through its principles and practices. The study
identified five key dimensions of social health that are reinforced through
Zurkhaneh practices.

The first dimension, social cohesion, shows how Zurkhaneh promotes strong
social bonds and community ties through its emphasis on brotherhood, mutual
affection, and social responsibility. The traditional practices of "Golrizan"
ceremonies and communal dining foster deep connections among participants,
creating a family-like atmosphere where members develop strong emotional
bonds and mutual support systems. In terms of social participation, the research
identified two organizing themes: social responsibility and social security.
Zurkhaneh's democratic nature encourages public participation and
accountability. Historically, athletes (Pahlavans) were responsible for protecting
their communities, while merchants and craftsmen provided financial support.
This created a self-sustaining community-based system that promoted civic
engagement. Social adaptation manifests through social trust and social
etiquette. Pahlavans were known for their trustworthiness, honesty, and loyalty,
serving as community role models. The practice emphasizes self-restraint and
social consciousness, contributing to better social adaptation among
practitioners. The study found that Zurkhaneh athletes gained social acceptance
through their moral standing and dignity in society. The emphasis on human
dignity and respect prevents degrading behavior and promotes positive social
interactions, leading to increased social acceptance and value recognition
among community members. Social flourishing is reflected in the social
refinement of Zurkhaneh practitioners, characterized by moral excellence,
physical and spiritual elevation, chivalry, and humility. The research highlights
Zurkhaneh's potential as more than just a physical exercise system - it serves as
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an educational institution that develops both physical and spiritual aspects of its
practitioners. The integration of physical movements with religious poetry and
Shiite traditions demonstrates that Zurkhaneh's primary goal extends beyond
physical development to spiritual and moral elevation. A significant finding is
the absence of gap between theoretical and practical ethics in Zurkhaneh,
making it a valuable model for contemporary society. The system's emphasis on
brotherhood pacts, trustworthiness, and social responsibility helps build social
trust and community bonds. The research suggests that Zurkhaneh's principles
could be effectively applied to enhance social health in modern society.

The study concludes that Zurkhaneh sports can significantly contribute to social
health development. The correlation between Zurkhaneh's practices and social
health dimensions indicates its high potential for fostering interpersonal
relationships and social wellness. These findings suggest that this traditional
system could serve as a roadmap for sports administrators, educators, and
cultural practitioners working at various levels of society, particularly in
developing value-based athletic programs that promote both physical excellence
and social well-being.

Keywords: Zurkhaneh Sport, Traditional Iranian Sport, Chivalry and Valor
Tradition, Social Well-being.
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