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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
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Cypher - Comics as Eyewitness // part one

In July 2020, Front Line Defenders is launching the first edition of a 
Cypher, a digital comics magazine that advances the organization’s 
storytelling and narrative framing work in collaboration with and 
in support of HRDs. Working with artists from around the world, 
including the award-winning visual storyteller, Beldan Sezen, as creative 
director, the ’zine will be a monthly publication featuring 3 or 4 stories of 
HRDs, their work and the challenges they face.

As part of its visibility efforts, Front Line Defenders works to develop 
new means of presenting the work and lives of HRDs and deliver 
those stories to new audiences, beyond the human rights community 
that already works to support HRDs. 

adam shapiro

Comics offer unique, creative and different ways of engaging audiences than videos, reports 
or infographics, and can be disseminated across digital platforms that can reach audiences that 
otherwise might not pay attention to more traditional forms of reporting. And by working with 
artists to put their talents in the service of human rights, Front Line Defenders is enabling partner-
ships between the artists and the HRDs that can extend beyond the magazine and bring those 
stories to new communities to which the artists have access. 

Front Line Defenders comes to this following a four-year process of developing, producing and 
disseminating the nonfiction graphic novel, La Lucha: The Story of Lucha Castro and Human Rights 
in Mexico. That book, published in English, Spanish and Italian, presented the work and lives of 
women human rights defenders in northern Mexico. Following the publication in Spanish, Front 
Line Defenders worked with educators and human rights defenders in Chihuahua state in Mexico 
to develop a curriculum to use the book in schools in the state. Since 2017, the book has been 
used by thousands of secondary school students and initial work is underway to develop the 
project to the national level. This book, and its reception, demonstrated to Front Line Defenders 
– and to HRDs – how this form of powerful storytelling can be effective and impactful, including 
reaching audiences (i.e. students) that HRDs rarely have the ability to engage.

Front Line Defenders is excited to bring the stories of HRDs to new audiences through this medium 
and it is a true credit to the immensely talented artists who are working with us to bring them forward. 
And it is to the HRDs and their faith in this work and trust in Front Line Defenders that we owe the 
biggest debt, as we try to use this platform for their voices, perspectives and experiences.

And it ultimately is to you, the readers and users of this content, to whom we turn for feedback, 
suggestions and support. By sharing these stories, reposting them, and sending them to contacts 
who otherwise do not pay attention to human rights stories, you are helping visible-ize the HRDs – 
exactly the tonic needed to counter the efforts to shut down, lock up or silence these courageous 
and resilient activists putting themselves on the front lines to advance and defend all of our rights.

Editorial
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Visual storytelling as a counterbalance to the implemented versions of all those “alternative 
truth” seekers; not because the version we depict is the “right one” but because owners of a 
de facto totalitarian system do their best to control our judiciaries, executive orders and news 
outlets. 

So what’s the advantage? I’m glad you ask. In our current times we deal with an overload 
of images and information that can be overwhelming, hard to digest or simply noise for 
click-bait or compartmentalization. In comics, it happens in the “empty” space between the 
frames or in the space given between two lines that allows the reader to connect and draw 
conclusions. As Scott McCloud puts it: ”Every act committed to paper by the comics artist is 
aided and abetted by a silent accomplice. An equal partner in crime known as “the reader”. 

Such is the art and power of comics. 

Cypher pushes yet another boundary since the “equal partner in crime” is set through the 
collaboration between the Human Rights Defenders and the artists. The “empty space given” 
is the space of isolation which we aim to break, which you dear reader make happen.

July 2020

beldan sezen

2020 is showering us with plenty to observe, engage with and 
I’m once again reminded about something dear to me - the 
power of comics as an eyewitness. 

In the moment of a happening, there is a moment of chaos 
which I think is a moment of unaltered truth. All that is said, 
talked about, reported, eye-witnessed, requested and observed 
is fairly unfiltered. It takes time to alter reality. Cypher is an 
attempt to preserve those “unofficial’ voices.  

Cypher - Comics as Eyewitness // part two
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Kenya
On the morning of 4 May, despite a court order issued the day before 
restraining authorities from conducting evictions, and despite the 
COVID-19 pandemic, approximately 8,000 people were forcibly removed 
from the impoverished Kariobangi neighborhood of Nairobi and their 
houses were flattened. The Kenyan Government only gave last-minute 
notification and did not taken any measures to provide food, temporary 
shelter, access to water and sanitation or any type of compensation. 
Thousands of people were left homeless and in need of urgent assistance. 

Human rights defender Ruth Mumbi rushed to the scene and gathered 
and published testimonies of the victims of the Kariobangi evictions, 
encouraging human rights organizations and journalists to document 
the impact of the displacement. She raised awareness of the dire 
humanitarian situation and collected funds to assist the evicted families. A 
long time defender, Ruth subsequently received messages by an individual 
claiming to be a police officer, threatening to make her ‘disappear’.

Artist:  Nomes Dee, illustrator and digital artist.
  Instagram

https://www.instagram.com/nomesdee/
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On 13 November 2019, a group of four plain-clothed men intercepted Idris 
Khattak’s car near the Swabi Interchange of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The men 
put black sacks over the faces of the human rights defender and his driver and 
drove them to an undisclosed location. The defender’s family became aware 
of his enforced disappearance only after the driver was released 2 days later. 

Idris is a human rights defender who documents and advocates against a 
range of human rights violations in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and the former 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas in Pakistan. On 16 June 2020, more 
than 6 months after last being seen, a private media channel, Geo News, 
announced that Idris was being held in State custody.

Artist:  Koi Nahi

Pakistan
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Lebanon
As the COVID-19 pandemic spread in Lebanon, it combined with popular 
protests, corruption and economic mismanagement to cause a complete 
economic meltdown. With inflation out of control, the value of the currency 
depreciating daily and a political vacuum, poverty rates and food insecurity 
are increasing. 

In the midst of this, domestic workers in the country were abandoned – first 
by their employers, who fired them and put them out to the streets, and then 
by their own countries’ embassies, which closed their doors and refused any 
assistance. Into this void, Egna Legna – an organization of Ethiopian 
domestic workers – worked to collect and distribute food packages and funds 
to help those left on the streets.

“Banaat” is widely used in Lebanon to refer to domestic workers and when 
used by Lebanese in this context it is derogatory and understood as derogatory, 
both in terms of sexism and racism. For instance, a 60 year old domestic worker 
will always be a “bint” to a Lebanese woman much younger than her. But the 
term is also used in an affectionate/intimate way between colleagues, so the 
women domestic workers in this story would refer to the group as “banaat”, 
as the activist does in this story when relating the events. We have used 
“banaat” in the text.

Artist: Pascale Ghazaly wears multiple hats: she illustrates, designs and 
paints. Engaged in social and political struggles, she has worked with local 
and international NGOs and created artistic content for multiple causes. Her 
designs and illustrations were selected to take part in several exhibitions, her 
papers published on different platforms    

Find her work at Behance

https://www.behance.net/pascalegh
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Brazil

Rosa Luz is a trans Afro-Brazilian musician and human rights defender. Through 
her music and art she addresses social and political issues, and visibilizes the 
struggle of two of the country’s marginalized groups. 

She became the focus of intense wrath and threats on social media, with herself 
and family vulnerable to attack, when she released a song addressing racism 
in the country, and calling out politicians for feeding into it. 

Brazil has one of the highest rates of murder for trans people for many years, 
and the ‘digital terrorism’ she faced on social media was promoted by popular 
figures from Brazil’s right-wing. Rosa refused to be silenced, however, and 
returned to social media platforms to continue her critical messages to advance 
the rights of her communities.

graphic arts credits : Lyv on Instagram

https://www.instagram.com/lyv_x/?hl=en


“Does any trans person feel safe in Brazil?



This girl is amazing! Rosa Luz started her channel to talk about her empowerment process as a black, poor, trans girl, but she goes be-
yond the usually expected from a trans woman who starts a vlog about her life. The Barraco da Rosa channel approaches from tv series 
to politics, to hip hop culture. What’s cool is that she doesn’t only present the life of a person who transits between genders, but she also 
breaks lots of gender norms. After all, girls can rap too! This girl is amazing! Rosa Luz started her channel to talk about her empower-
ment process as a black, poor, trans girl, but she goes beyond the usually expected from a trans woman who starts a vlog about her life. 
The Barraco da Rosa channel approaches from tv series to politics, to hip hop culture. What’s cool is that she doesn’t only present the life 
of a person who transits between genders, but she also breaks lots of gender norms. After all, girls can rap too!

Rosa Luz: artist, musician, YouTuber, and trans activist

Rosa Luz started her channel to talk about her 
empowerment process as a black, poor, trans girl, but 
she goes beyond the usually expected from a trans 
woman who starts a vlog about her life. The Rosa 
channel approaches from tv series to politics, to hip 
hop culture.
 
Rosa would define transvesti as a South American 
gender identity that is expressed in a feminine way 
and is not in male/female binaryism.

I don’t transit between genders. I’m a transvesti.

Sou uma travesti.

39



Politicians don’t represent my community: they don’t represent black, trans people from the ghetto. I don’t believe in 
them, and I don’t think anything will change. I’d like a black president. A black, female president.”

Brazil has the highest transgender homicide rate in the world. We don’t have enough spaces to express 
ourselves, and in order to have these spaces we have to fight; it’s not easy. 

A lot of the time, we just lose the strength to fight. 

About 90% of trans women and travestis [person assigned male at birth who has a feminine, transfeminine, 
or “femme” gender identity] in Brazil are in prostitution right now. 

There are no other options.

For me, my YouTube channel was the last option before prostitution, and it’s working, but I’m an exception. 

Once I disclose that I’m transgender, I can’t get any work. 
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It’s very hard to be LGBTQ in Brazil. There’s a lot of prejudice about 
our bodies, and how we should behave. .”

41



”I arrive that way with respect”

“your machismo kills 
every day see that you 
don’t forget”

42



When we go out, we don’t know if we are coming back home alive. 

We don’t know if we will be allowed to access public services or places. Especially right now, when the 
way society has been reacting to our accomplishments is getting worse, with a very ‘anti-trans’ and 
‘anti-gender’ rhetoric and agenda that has been implemented in the government.”

43



“sugar daddies are trying to fuck with me”

“meanwhile politicians are trying to kill me”

“cause I am a travesti.”
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“if you try to kill my black sisters”

“you just will be my next dinner”
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Instagram
Twitter
Facebook

YouTube
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https://www.instagram.com/ros4luz/?hl=en
https://twitter.com/ros4luz?lang=en
https://www.facebook.com/ros4luz/
https://www.youtube.com/c/Rosaluz


“And it is to the HRDs and their faith in this work 
and trust in Front Line Defenders that we owe 
the biggest debt, as we try to use this platform 
for their voices, perspectives and experiences.”
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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

