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cypher
/’sīfər/
The dictionary definition of cypher is ‘a secret or disguised way of writing’. In many 
ways, this is the essence of comics storytelling – the image, rather than the word, is 
a disguise for many words, that can convey meaning, emotion, and can re/frame 
an entire narrative.

Rap and hip hop culture has taken the word and ascribed a new meaning: ‘an 
informal gathering of rappers, beatboxers and/or breakdancers in a circle, in 
order to jam musically together.’ This, too, we find relevant to this project, in that 
we are bringing together artists and HRDs in freestyle collaboration of activism and 
art with the aim of informing, elevating and inspiring. 

For us, this captures the spirit of why we are working in comics and guides how we 
facilitate the process of creative production.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution - This license allows reusers to copy and distribute the material in any 
medium or format in unadapted form only, for noncommercial purposes only, and only so long as attribution is given to the creator.

https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/cypher-comics
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/cypher-comics
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Editorial

A new year brings both meaningful reflection on the past and hopeful glances towards the future. 
For human rights defenders, hope is at the very essence of their spirit, their determination and 
their work. In the face of violence, abuse, discrimination, dehumanization and more, hope can 
be a shield and a motivation.

The stories in this edition of cypher, of disparate issues, contexts, cultures and characters, 
are nonetheless connected by this spirt and by the fundamental stubbornness of people 
who act with defiance.

These are stories of marginalized peoples, of human rights defenders who are confronting 
enormous power. By bringing these stories forward, by offering a platform for these voices, 
perspectives, narratives and truths, we not only offer solidarity and affirmation, we join in 
that spirit and bring it forward...to you.

adam shapiro



How do we count time? It is 2022 where I live. The start of the new year, marked by 
January 1st, holds an excitement for “the new to come”. The Chinese new year will be 
on February 1st, entering year 4720, while it is currently 1443 according to the Islamic 
calendar. The ancient Greeks used five different calendars to keep track of time and 
while it is 5782 according to the Jewish calendar, where each new year starts with a 
day of atonement and repentance, the Nisg’a calendar revolves around harvesting 
of food and goods used. All ways of marking time serve to remind or guide us about 
something that we find important to remember, to look forward to. A mark “randomly” 
made in a seemingly endless space we call time.

I woke up this morning remembering Dr. Mudawi Ibrahim Adam talking about confined 
spaces, how they can be small or large, empty or full of people. I thought of confinement 
as a place of restriction through physical walls or societal inteolerance. Counting the 
days by a line carved or drawn into a surface where time is marked by a simple stroke; 
four lines bundled into a bunch by the fifth stroke across symbolizing five days spent 
somewhere involuntary. Stroke after stroke marking a form of confinement and longing 
for freedom. The longing for unrestricted physical movement, for expression of thoughts 
and creativity, or simply for being who we are.

However we mark the arrival of a new day, my wish for this, any, new year is to celebrate 
the successes of Human Rights Defenders all around the globe.

January 2022

beldan sezen

4

Editorial

https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/profile/dr-mudawi-ibrahim-adam
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Democratic Republic of Congo

Sex worker rights defenders (SWRDs) protect their communities’ rights to live free from violence and 
discrimination, to access healthcare, housing, justice, and employment, and to organise, assemble, 
and advocate for rights. UNAIDS, who estimated an approximate 3 million sex workers were living in 
the DRC as of 2016, has stated “there is strong evidence that the criminalization of sex work increases 
vulnerability to HIV and other sexually transmitted infections.” One of the ways this happens is by 
criminalizing human rights defenders (HRDs) who do life-saving health and HIV outreach work – as 
in this comic. When the police in the story learned that the reason the victims of assault thought they 
could seek justice was because they had learned to do so at a rights training led by HRDs, the defenders 
themselves became targets for arrest.

SWRDs are often the only local or international actors providing human rights education and health 
outreach in some of the most dangerous locations where sex is sold. As the only ones willing and able 
to access sex workers in these places, they ensure health care for workers who would otherwise 
endure untreated injuries and life-threatening illnesses as a result of health policies and programs 
which exclude, marginalise, and stigmatise them. When defenders are attacked, detained, criminalized 
and jailed for their legitimate human rights work in the DRC (as elsewhere) it means even few of the 
countries estimated 3 million sex workers have access to health trainings, contributing to rates of HIV.

Front Line Defenders recent report, Sex Worker Rights Defenders at Risk, was the first ever 
global investigation into threats and attacks against sex workers who defend the rights of their 
communities from violence. In addition to violence and harassment at the hands of police, as 
in the story below, the investigation found that SWRDs have also been physically attacked by 
members of the public for their human rights work. Incidents included “angry mobs” surrounding 
their homes and accusing them of promoting homosexuality and prostitution, being followed and 
pushed off their motorbikes by men in cars who had followed them while responding to a medical 
emergency, and attacks in cafes while holding human rights trainings. Secure meeting space and 
an end to police police harassment of SWRDs and their organisations’ is urgently needed, to 
perform not only health outreach, but also exactly the kind of human rights trainings that led 
the victims below to report their attackers to the police. 

Artist:   Adolphe FUNDA KIZUNGU
phone: +243977203233
Email: adoagambkv@gmail.com
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Hundreds of human rights defenders are languishing in prisons in Algeria following 
the nationwide Hirak protests, and majority of them remain in pre-trial detention for 
an uncertain period of time, a procedure that has become a standard rule. Mohad 
Gasmi is one of them, he was unjustly sentenced to five years in prison. Five years 
isolated from his family and community merely for having defended the rights of 
the most vulnerable. From his small city of Adrar, 1500km southern Algiers, he has 
played a crucial role in 2015 in protests against shale gas extraction and hydraulic 
fracking in Ain Salah, in the southern Algerian desert. He has become a symbol 
among these remote communities when after 5 months of continuous demonstrations, 
fracking operations were suspended and groundwater was saved. Mohad has 
defended the unemployed within the “Unemployed Movement” which demands 
social and economic justice for the unemployed and advocates for the youth economic 
and social rights in the south. Mohad has expressed his solidarity and visited com-
munities affected by environmental damages in neighbouring countries, from Imider 
which is suffering from extractive industries in southern Morocco to Gabes a south-
ern Tunisian city fighting against pollution.

In June 2020, Mohad was placed in preventive detention on ungrounded charges 
of ‘praising terrorism’ for his campaigning activities within the Hirak in Adrar 
which calls for political and social reforms and criticism of the government; and in 
October 2021, the Criminal Court of Adrar unjustifiably sentenced him to 5 years 
imprisonment, 17 months following the date of his arrest.

Artist:  Mohammed Cherkaoui 
  www.Instagram.com/shergath

Algeria
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Ecuador

Artist:  Ce Larrea
http://celarrea.com
@casi.mira

http://celarrea.com




































Credits:

Illustration and story: Ce Larrea/ celarrea.com / @casimira
Introductory text: Amazon Watch Ecuador
Research: Ce Larrea, Alejandra Yépez Jácome / Amazon Watch
Proofreading: Chinki Nahuech (Shuar people), Alejandra Yépez Jácome / Amazon Watch
Interview excerpts: Josefina Tunki (Shuar people) and Ángel Nantip Wanit (Shuar people)
Shuar Translation: Chinki Nahuech (Shuar people)
Page 10 photo: Michelle Báez
Page 18 photo: Esteban Barrera/ www.EstebanBarrera.com

http://celarrea.com
http://www.EstebanBarrera.com
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