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Thursday, Jul. 29, 2010

The Plight of Afghan Women: A
Disturbing Picture
By Richard Stengel, Managing Editor

Our cover image this week is powerful, shocking and disturbing. It is a portrait of Aisha, a shy 18-

year-old Afghan woman who was sentenced by a Taliban commander to have her nose and ears cut

off for fleeing her abusive in-laws. Aisha posed for the picture and says she wants the world to see

the effect a Taliban resurgence would have on the women of Afghanistan, many of whom have

flourished in the past few years. Her picture is accompanied by a powerful story by our own Aryn

Baker on how Afghan women have embraced the freedoms that have come from the defeat of the

Taliban — and how they fear a Taliban revival. (See pictures of Afghan women and the return of the
Taliban.)

I thought long and hard about whether to put this image on the cover of TIME. First, I wanted to

make sure of Aisha's safety and that she understood what it would mean to be on the cover. She

knows that she will become a symbol of the price Afghan women have had to pay for the repressive

ideology of the Taliban. We also confirmed that she is in a secret location protected by armed guards

and sponsored by the NGO Women for Afghan Women. Aisha will head to the U.S. for reconstructive

surgery sponsored by the Grossman Burn Foundation, a humanitarian organization in California. We

are supporting that effort. (Watch TIME's video on photographing Aisha for the cover.)

I'm acutely aware that this image will be seen by children, who will undoubtedly find it distressing.

We have consulted with a number of child psychologists about its potential impact. Some think

children are so used to seeing violence in the media that the image will have little effect, but others

believe that children will find it very scary and distressing — that they will see it, as Dr. Michael Rich,

director of the Center on Media and Child Health at Children's Hospital Boston, said, as "a symbol of

bad things that can happen to people." I showed it to my two young sons, 9 and 12, who both

immediately felt sorry for Aisha and asked why anyone would have done such harm to her. I
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apologize to readers who find the image too strong, and I invite you to comment on the image's

impact.

But bad things do happen to people, and it is part of our job to confront and explain them. In the

end, I felt that the image is a window into the reality of what is happening — and what can happen —

in a war that affects and involves all of us. I would rather confront readers with the Taliban's

treatment of women than ignore it. I would rather people know that reality as they make up their

minds about what the U.S. and its allies should do in Afghanistan. (See the cover story "Afghan
Women and the Return of the Taliban.")

The much publicized release of classified documents by WikiLeaks has already ratcheted up the

debate about the war. Our story and the haunting cover image by the distinguished South African

photographer Jodi Bieber are meant to contribute to that debate. We do not run this story or show

this image either in support of the U.S. war effort or in opposition to it. We do it to illuminate what is

actually happening on the ground. As lawmakers and citizens begin to sort through the information

about the war and make up their minds, our job is to provide context and perspective on one of the

most difficult foreign policy issues of our time. What you see in these pictures and our story is

something that you cannot find in those 91,000 documents: a combination of emotional truth and

insight into the way life is lived in that difficult land and the consequences of the important decisions

that lie ahead.

To learn more about Aisha and her reconstructive surgery in the U.S., visit

www.GrossmanBurnFoundation.org and www.WomenForAfghanWomen.org.

Watch TIME's video "Portraits of the Women of Afghanistan."
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