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By A l i sa  E imen

ne particular success is Empty Hands, a short eight-act

play performed by amateur actors and karate students

this past December 2001 in the small Moulavi Theater near

the campus of Tehran University. These undistinguished cir-

cumstances, however, belie the play’s gravity. Written one

year earlier by Fatemeh Arabshahi, with the assistance of Nas-

rin Pakkho, this play’s message is one that transcends cul-

tural distinctions. Not only does it challenge all of us to see

beyond our differences; it also poses some noteworthy chal-

lenges to social and cultural norms.

The story follows a young girl who sells newspapers in

order to augment her mother’s sewing income. One day,

something in the paper catches the girl’s eye, sending her on

a quest to understand the significance of the phrase “empty

hands.” She first goes to her mother with questions, but

meets resistance. The portentous lesson her mother wishes

to impart seems to be that curiosity leads only to frustration,

or worse, and should thus be avoided. But the phrase con-

tinues to preoccupy the girl until she walks past a sign bear-

ing the puzzling words. The sign is for a women’s karate cen-

tre named Empty Hands, where renewed curiosity drives her

to spend countless hours hovering just outside the door. 

Peeking in through the doorway, the newspaper girl

observes a range of women, including an older, beginning

karate student, an advanced student with a Western father, a

strong-willed, but somewhat shortsighted teacher, and a

female janitor mourning the death of her only son. As the

play unfolds, each person’s inner struggle comes increas-

ingly to the fore, until all simultaneously witness an anony-

mous woman’s public execution for speaking out about the

shared suffering of women around the world. All look on and

listen. For a few seconds following her stabbing by the

guards, the audience shares in the disbelief – and then the

complicity in her murder. No one utters a word. Finally, the

women on stage begin to grieve, especially the young news-

paper girl, as an apparition of her mother floats across the

stage, closing the seventh act.

This is the pinnacle of the play, the point where narrative

meets metaphor. On the one hand, one can infer a certain

degree of criticism towards the Iranian regime’s status quo.

However, this play is far less culturally specific than one might

initially think, despite the headscarves and covered necks of

the women on stage. Certainly the janitor’s mourning for her

son, when understood in its Iranian context, carries layers of

references. These include, for example, the many lives lost

during the eight-year war with Iraq, the emphasis the state

placed on procreation during this period, and the culture’s

long-standing pride in the first-born son. But the execution

scene denotes more than the death of one unnamed, unseen

woman. It also, and more significantly, indicates the impor-

tance of questioning traditions and norms. 

When we first meet the imprisoned woman in Act Five,

she states, “Do not look at my ties. I was a captive as long as

I was tied to my mistaken customs and beliefs. Now that I

have realized it, I am free!” Her message to feminists

reminds us to look deeper than specific cultural trappings,

in order to avoid mistaking the accoutrements of injustice

for injustice itself. The execution scene two acts later signals

at least one other death – or release – worth noting. It also

marks the moment when the viewer should be able to release

her or himself from the confines of the narrative. The women

no longer represent individual characters; rather, as their dis-

tinctions blur, one begins to see the various, often conflict-

ing, aspects, which comprise any individual, regardless of

age, class, culture, or even gender. 

The play’s conclusion reinforces this reading while also

resolving the narrative. The women gather at the karate cen-

tre and attempt to remember what the anonymous woman

said as well as the sequence of events, but cannot. It is this

forgetting that compels the young girl – curious, self-pos-

sessed, and increasingly aware – finally to enter the building

and relate the events. At last the women acknowledge and

gather around her, listening intently and passionately.

Whether one sees the young girl simply as the curious news-

paper seller or as a symbol of what each denies or forgets in

her or himself over the years, the message is powerful. And

like many of the key moments throughout the play, the mean-

ing is punctuated by a karate move. The women march for-

ward, and in unison, each breaks a board with their empty

hands. The lights dim. <

Alisa Eimen, MA is a PhD candidate at the Department of Art Histo-

ry, University of Minnesota. She is presently conducting fieldwork for

her dissertation on twentieth-century Iranian art and architecture in

Tehran, where she is also reacquainting herself with her father’s family.

E-mail: eime0002@umn.edu

Empty Hands:

Iranian Feminists Reach Out
(and it’s our turn to listen)
There is an unsettling assumption that seems to have taken root in the imaginations of many of us living in predominantly Euro-
pean-styled societies. Fueled by media representations and misinformation, many believe that women are subjugated in the Islam-
ic religious tradition and thus come to see the veil as a symbol of this oppression. This singular focus on the veil, however, limits
our vision, and thus hampers cross-cultural dialogue. “Islamic” feminists are forced to choose between engaging in a dialogue
with “Western” feminists – which means a great deal of educating about Islam, its history, and practice, before getting to the issue
at hand – or pursuing their own goals outside of the larger discourse. Because neither choice is optimal, feminist activists, schol-
ars, and artists in the Islamic Republic of Iran have been exploring the space in-between these choices during recent years. 
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