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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

In Cypher 08 (April 2021), we published stories of human rights defenders challenging mining 
companies in Mongolia, Zambia, Morocco and Turkey. HRDs challenging corporations and 
governments pursuing resource extraction are those most at risk of extreme violence, including 
murder, around the world – as was recently reported by the HRD Memorial in conjunction with 
Front Line Defenders 2021 Global Analysis.

One story we omitted from Cypher 08 was from Peru, which we have included here, as there 
have been new developments in the story, and new risks posed by the companies exploiting 
the Cajamarca region for gold. The other two stories – from Uganda and Nepal – also cover 
HRDs confronting ‘development’ related projects that devastate the land and environment, 
and harm local populations.

With the world focused on war in Ukraine, and devastation being wrought on that country 
and its people, it is easy to forget that days after the invasion, the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change released its most damning report to date about the irreversible effects of 
climate change. And yet, those who work to protect the land and its resources are being killed 
at extraordinary rates, including indigenous peoples. Their stories demand our attention...and 
action!

adam shapiro

https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/sites/default/files/cypher08.pdf
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/sites/default/files/hrd_memorial_2021_report_final.pdf
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/global-analysis-2021-0
https://www.ipcc.ch/assessment-report/ar6/


Three month into the new year and we are confronted yet again with war. Big fish wants 
to swallow small fish. This time though big fish is poking the waters of another big fish, 
hence the magnitude of this head-butting could be immense and for European countries 
‘too close to home’. “War” is a word we hear day in day out. War on terror, war on a 
virus, war on drugs, war on women, on gays, war on poverty and actual wars (plural!) 
in countries deemed too unimportant to care for. Yet people are dying, quick or slowly, 
depending if hit by a bullet or the socio-economical and psychological aftermath of 
destruction by war. 

In all this I am reminded that fighting also can be done by civil disobedience. To solve 
conflicts without the instruments of war. “Pulling a trigger” turns anger and pain into rage 
and destruction. War does not solve a conflict nor stabilizes a society. Political disobedience 
chooses dialogue and unarmed confrontation to “face the enemy”, and thus turns anger 
and pain into hope. Human Rights Defenders do just that. Three of those courageous 
activists are potrayed in this edition. 

It takes courage to stand without weapons in front of a tank; to face police and military 
with nothing more than your body.

“Die Waffen nieder! Sagt es vielen, vielen.”1

Bertha von Suttner

March 2022

1 “Down with the weapons! Tell many, many.”

beldan sezen
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sık bakalım, sık bakalım, biber gazı sık bakalım, copunu bırak, kaskını çıkar, 
delikanlı kim bakalım 

shoot it, shoot it, fire the tear gas, drop your baton, take your helmet off, then 
we see who’s the tough guy

In 2013 demonstrators stood in front of police tanks singing the words above during the Gezi 
Park uprising in Turkey.
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Artist:  Christian Mugarura Mafigiri
  https://twitter.com/christianmafi1

Uganda
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Nepal
Bidya Shrestha Maharjan is a teacher and human rights defender from the Kathmandu 
valley of Nepal. She is the women’s president of the World Newa Guthi, an indigenous 
community organization that works to protect the rights of the Newa Guthi people. 
An indigenous woman herself, Bidya Shrestha Maharjan has long been leading the 
movement to stop the illegal road expansion in the valley inhabited by the Newa Guthi 
people, which has already seen the displacement of thousands who have not been 
compensated and/or have been left landless.

Nepal has a history of targetting and discrimination against indigenous communities 
and using laws to prevent and suppress dissent. Activists advocating peacefully for 
the rights of the most marginalized have been targetted under regressive legislation, 
especially related to freedom of expression. Those protesting against state policy, 
including against ‘development’ related displacement and the illegal acquisition of 
land, especially among indigenous communities, have faced a violent response, 
including excessive use of force. The Covid-19 pandemic increased vulnerability 
among defenders whose mobility and ability to assemble and express dissent were 
severely curtailed under the guise of Covid-19 measures while abuses continued with 
impunity.

Artist:  Promina

(Lakheni), illustrator, comics artist and researcher in the field of visual arts, is currently 
focusing on her own projects while farming somewhere in Nepal. She is the co-founder 
of Virangana Comics, is passionate about identity politics, mental health and working 
with children.

You can find her on Instagram @lakheni.ms

https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/profile/bidya-shrestha-maharjan
https://www.instagram.com/lakheni.ms/
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Peru
Front Line Defenders went to Peru in 2016 to document the struggle of Máxima Acuña 
de Chaupe to protect her land from Newmont Corporation, a US-based company that 
operates the world’s second largest gold mine in the world – the Conga Mine. This was 
shortly before she won the 2016 Goldman Environmental Prize.

The Conga Mine is a gold and copper producing mine, a project of Minera Yanacocha, a 
company owned primarily by Newmont Corporation. At the time of our visit, the company 
operated checkpoints on the road on either side of Máxima’s land, and operated regular 
patrols to surveil her and her family. The harassment and attacks, including physical attacks, 
judicial harassment, etc. were intense and perpetrated constantly.

Later in 2016, Newmont announced it was halting the exploitation of the Conga Mine, 
out of environmental concerns related to water, but everyone knew it was because of 
the resistance that Máxima sustained. 

However, latest reports from Peru indicate that the company is once again planning 
to operate the mine, and Máxima has been facing increased harassment again. With 
Minera Yanacocha planning to spend $4.8 billion in the Mine, Máxima is once again 
facing a huge challenge.

Artist:  Jon Sack
  jonsack.com

https://jonsack.com/
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Find us online
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frontlinedefenders.org/cypher

https://www.instagram.com/cypher_comics/
https://www.facebook.com/FrontLineDefenders
https://twitter.com/FrontLineHRD
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/cypher-comics

