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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.

Adam Shapiro (Publisher) and Beldan Sezen (Creative Director) 

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
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Cypher 17 - The Award issue

adam shapiro

This Award edition of the ’zine celebrates incredibly courageous human rights 
defenders from Afghanistan, Belarus, Mexico, Sudan and Zimbabwe.

For each of these men and women, defending the vulnerable and marginalized 
and acting with courage in the face of danger is part of who they are; courage 
borne of personal commitment and personal loss. When we honor these human 
rights defenders, we hold up all of who they are, including that which lives on in 
memory manifested by their life work. 

Cypher brings talented artists together with human rights defenders with a 
near impossible task – help depict their work, lives and stories through this 
medium of comics storytelling. And with every edition, we the readers get to 
bear witness to the brilliance of the art combined with the power of the story. 
For both the artists and the HRDs, the work is personal, intimate and necessary 
– and we hope Cypher helps bring that closer and makes these struggles part 
of our collective consciousness.

Note: You will not find a comic in this edition about the human rights defender 
from Belarus out of security concerns. We hope we can publish it in a future 
edition when it is safer, and when being a human rights defender in Belarus 
does not mean risking being criminalized, beaten or worse.

Editorial
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beldan sezen

Knowledge is power, and every day human rights defenders in their roles 
as activists, teachers and educators in all corners of the world risk their 
lives to spread knowledge and fight those who try to restrict it. CYPHER 
is proud to honor these human rights defenders in this month’s Awards’ 
Issue beautifully illustrating their stories as they each continue to serve as 
a torch, guiding us out of darkness and into a better world.

May 2022





6

Mexico
Javier and María del Tránsito
Javier and María del Tránsito, teachers and human rights defenders from Salvatierra, Guanajuato, 
Mexico, had dedicated their lives to teaching. When the crisis of disappearances – a widespread 
phenomenon in Mexico whereby people are taken/ disappear without warning – increased in 
their area, and personally affected them, they shifted their time and energy to activism on the issue 
of disappearances.

According to data from the National Search Commission (CNB), this year 372 people 
have been reported as disappeared in the state of Guanajuato. On 29 February 2020, 
Maria and Javier’s daughter Guadalupe, also a teacher, went missing. In February 2021, 
thanks to the work of the Barajas family and the collective work of other families also 
searching for their loved ones, Guadalupe’s body was identified in a clandestine grave 
along with 80 other bodies. This highlighted the crisis of disappearances in the state that 
the government had failed to adequately address.

After finding their daughter; Javier, Mária Tránsito and Javier’s son (Javier Junior) continued 
searching for other disappeared persons in the state, meeting members of other collectives 
and advancing the search for truth and justice with the authorities. Javier Barajas Junior 
joined the State Search Commission to support other families and relatives of missing 
persons. Unfortunately, this led to Javier being killed on 29 May 2021 by individuals linked 
to the disappearance of his sister. This tragedy caused Javier and María del Tránsito to leave 
the state to protect themselves. 

Despite the pain of having lost their son and daughter,  and the threats and risks they faced in 
trying to find the disappeared, Javier and María del Tránsito have continued to demand truth 
and justice for the disappearance and murder of their children and for the thousands of other 
families who have lost loved ones with no answers or action from authorities. They continue to 
work with collectives searching for the disappeared, and have tried to spread their message 
further by sharing their circumstances and situation with international bodies such as the CED 
Committee, embassies and other authorities. They have promoted actions to make visible the 
plight of the families of the disappeared and the need for justice, the consequences of the 
illegal flow of arms from the USA, and the risks faced by defenders who continue to demand 
truth and justice. 

Artist:  Martha Muñoz Aristizabal
Estudio Plumbago is a social design studio based in Mexico City. We accompany activists, 
organisms, organizations, and institutions in the production of graphic materials for the 
spread of knowledge, rights, and defense of social causes.
www.estudioplumbago.com

https://estudioplumbago.com
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Sudan
Ameira Osman Hamid
Ameira Osman Hamid is a woman human rights defender in Sudan, an engineer, and 
the Chairperson of the ‘’No to Women Oppression’’ Initiative. Ameira has advocated for 
democracy, human rights and women’s rights in a context that consistently pushed back 
against it, standing up to oppression and injustice in the face adversity. The No to Women 
Oppression Initiative defends women’s rights and advocates for legal and judicial reform. 
Since its establishment in 2009, the No to Women Oppression Initiative launched campaigns 
against the Public Order Law, which interfered in women’s personal and public life. The 
Public Order Law would dictate what was proper for women to wear and how to act in 
public life whilst also allotting power to citizens to call and report such behaviours. 

The NWO Initiative was founded after women’s rights after Sudanese journalist Lubna 
Ahmed Al-Hussein, and 13 other women, were arrested and faced flogging for wearing 
trousers in public (a violation against the Public Order Law). The arrests and trials sparked 
a nation-wide protest against Public Order Laws for its limitation on women’s rights. A decade 
after the NWO’s founding and contributions, in November 2019, the law was finally repealed, 
marking a progression towards inclusivity of women’s rights. The Initiative also works with other 
NGOs and civil society organisations for the collective advocacy and advancement of women’s 
rights. 

Ameira has also concentrated her work on helping marginalised women in conflict zones access 
their rights. Ameira herself was previously a victim of human rights violations – the most notable 
example being when in 2013, when she was detained after she refused to put on her headscarf.

In her position as Chairperson, Ameira and the NWO have launched numerous campaigns 
against the restrictive Public Order law. For her work in human rights, Ameira has been a 
victim of unjust arrests and detention. In 2002, she was charged for wearing trousers, and 
most recently after a raid in January 2022, she was taken from from her house in Khartoum 
to an unknown location by armed security officers in plain clothes, before being released 
on bail a week later. Nevertheless, Ameira never deterred from her mission and actively 
participated in peaceful demonstrations, disregarding her personal safety to stand at the 
helm and bring forwards such progression. 

Artist: Malaz Abdallah
Malaz AbdAllah Osman, is a Sudanese artist. Graduated from the electrical and electronics 
engineering department. She is a self-taught artist and works in the areas of illustration, com-
ics, painting, and graphic design.
@malaz_abdallah

https://www.instagram.com/malaz_abdallah/
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Zimbabwe
Amalgamated Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe, 
ARTUZ

The Amalgamated Rural Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (ARTUZ) is a Trade Union working 
for the improvement of the working conditions of rural teachers as well as the right to 
education in rural areas of Zimbabwe. Founded in 2009 in reponse to extremely poor 
wages and working conditions of rural teachers, the union now counts about 35,000 
members and operates in 10 provinces, widening its reach to include non rural teachers. 

Since the beginning of the Zimbabwe crisis and the percieved waning of support for the 
ruling ZANU-PF party, groups such as professional unions, HRDs and civil society in 
general have been targeted as scape goats for the protracted crisis when they became 
vocal about issues such as poor governance, corruption and the deterioration in human 
rights. ARTUZ has worked relentlessly over the past 14 years to improve the working 
conditions of teachers, and to defend and ensure equal access to education. Their members 
have been arrested, and attacked for their work. 

ARTUZ has pushed for the adoption of the Education Equalization Fund, which 
would support young girls and pregnant girls in receiving an education. The union 
also developed and distributed the Remote Teaching Toolkit, which trained 1800 
teachers on remote teaching techniques during the pandemic. 

In 2015, ARTUZ launched the Safe Schools campaign to prevent schools from being 
used as political means – students and teachers were forced to attend political rallies. A 
Masvingo High Court judge delivered a ruling barring Zimbabwe’s political parties from 
forcing or asking students and teachers to attend its rallies. The political parties were also 
barred from using school premises and buses for political activities. The ruling followed an 
urgent High Court application by ARTUZ. 

In 2018, the union sued the electoral commission for denying teachers the right to vote 
during elections. In the same year, ARTUZ organized a peaceful march to demand the  
restoration of salaries to the pre-October 2018 salaries of about $540 USD. 

In the past 12 months the Union handled 132 cases of teachers who were forcibly transferred 
for being members of the Union. 220 members have been arrested, detained and beaten up 
by state security forces and are facing trumped up charges at the workplace for their human 
rights work. 
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Most recently, in January 2022,  16 teachers who were part of a group of peaceful 
protestors were beaten, arrested and incarcerated. They were only released on bail on 
Monday 17 January 2022. The teachers were protesting for a living wage. They were 
charged with participating in a gathering with intention to cause public violence. 

Despite the pushback and targeting of the Union, ARTUZ continues to call for justice. They 
are now  widely recognized and lauded as a key group for labour issues in general.

Artist:  Mudiwa Kimberly Marasa
https://www.artstation.com/mudiwa_art

https://www.artstation.com/mudiwa_art






34



35



36



37





39



40

Afghanistan
Liah Jawad Ghazanfar

Liah Ghazanfar Jawad is an Afghan woman human rights defender based in Kabul, 
Afghanistan.  Over the past three decades, she has been the Executive Director of 
Feminine Solidarity for Justice Organization and has advocated for women’s rights, 
raised awareness against sexual harassment in the workplace, forced marriage and child 
marriage, and provided psychological and medical treatment for victims of torture. She 
has done pivotal work towards raising the voices of women across Afghanistan for 
education, peace, and stability in the country.  

She was also a member of several human rights committees whose work resulted in the 
enactment of the Children’s Law and laws prohibiting torture, violence against women, and 
sexual harassment. She worked on projects for access to justice in the prisons for victims 
of torture, documentation of torture in national prisons, and providing psychotherapy and 
medical treatment to victims of torture in prisons. She received the Malalai Medal in 2015 
from the government of Afghanistan as recognition of her human rights work. She has 
also participated in many international conferences on human rights, good governance, 
establishing governance mechanisms in Afghanistan, peace Jirgas, and women empowerment.

In response to her work, she faced many threats against herself and her family. Despite being 
forced to relocate previously due to threats, she is determined to continue her human rights 
work after the Taliban takeover in August 2021.  Liah is currently in Afghanistan and 
continues to support women victims of violence and persecution and advocate for their 
rights and protection. She has provided vital support including services,  psychotherapy, 
and medical treatment for more than 80 displaced and threatened WHRDs, and HRDs, a 
majority of whom are women. 

Artist :  Sayed Mohammad Hussaini
www.behance.net/sayedmohammad
www.artstation.com/smuhammadhussainy

https://www.behance.net/sayedmohammad
http://www.artstation.com/smuhammadhussainy




In 1983, because of communist regime atrocities,  
she was forced to leave the country to Pakistan. 
Her first job was as a school teacher in 1986; she 
taught in schools for more than a decade. From 
1996-2007, Liah worked with different organizations 
in the finance and administration fields. In 2007, 
she became the executive director of the Feminine 
Solidarity for Justice Organization (FSJO) which 
was the start of her work for justice.

Liah Ghazanfar Jawad is an Afghan woman and human 
rights defender living in Kabul, Afghanistan. 
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“Human rights defenders were attacked by all sides to the conflict (government and 
armed groups), while international community efforts weren’t enough to protect HRDs. 
That was the time that we started our debates, clubs for women/girls rights, workshops 
on violence against women, forced marriages, inheritance rights, transitional justice. We 
advocated to bring the perpetrators of warcrimes to justice.”



“Afghan women are the main victims in all conflicts. They 
suffered stress and depression about their uncertain futures 
and did not know how to get help. That is why we established 
psycho-social care centres for the victims of torture and 
victims of domestic abuse.”

“Wars and conflict in Afghanistan have destroyed all infrastructure 
for supporting vulnerable citizens, especially Afghan women. We 
planned self-sufficiency programs for women and victims of torture. 
And we trained the police on the fundamental rights of citizens - 
these were our main achievements.”
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There were a lot of changes in women’s 
rights during the time, but it was not 
institutionalized. The Afghan Government 
used women to gain legitimacy and gave 
them decorative roles, without substance.

Despite the challenges and risks, Liah never 
stepped back from her work for women’s equality, 
including advocating for the development of laws 
and policies such as Eradication of Violence against 
Women law, anti-torture law, child law, regulating 
child marriage and violence against child. 
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Liah was honored with Malai Medal from President Office for her human 
rights work and defending the rights of war victims.

“The debate between Afghan youth about Baad Dadan (forced marriages for 
resolving a dispute between two family or tribes), forced marriages, domestic 
violence, and sexual harassment were the main issues that we worked on.”



Liah has participated in many events/conference on national and international levels to 
contribute on the issues of human rights, civil society and free and fair elections.
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“War victims in Afghanistan make up a considerable 
part of society. Their voices, concerns and demands 
were broadcasted through our radio programs in 

Herat and Takhar. “

“Unfortunately, systemic work on the documentation of 
war victims issues in Afghanistan has not been done. I 
tried to establish relationships between war victims, create 
a network of war victims and document war crimes. I shared 
their stories through the 8AM News Agency, and wrote four 
books on the stories and experiences of war victims.”

1- Among Smoke and Fire (Untold Stories of War Victims)
2- Picture of War Victims of Three Decades of Conflict in Afghanistan
3- The Hopes of War Victims through Pictures
4- Educational Manual on Elimination of Violence Against Women and Girls
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Final Word
“I decided to remain in Afghanistan and hope to contribute to the good of 
my people, especially women. My dream is that Afghan girls will have the 
opportunity to study and work in all spheres of civil, political, social life 
and all their rights will be respected. I hope that peace and stability, rule 
of law and social justice will be realized in Afghanistan. I hope nobody will 
lose their loved ones in more senseless conflict. I hope the Afghan people 

will not suffer from discrimination and enjoy equal rights.”
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Find us online

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

