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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


3

beldan sezenadam shapiro

Usually Cypher focuses on Human Rights Defenders as a single person or 
a group. With the recent protests in Turkey and Colombia, the uprising 
against the putsch in Myanmar and the ongoing resistance to occupation 
in Palestine, often unaffiliated people in large masses take to the streets 
to collectively defend their rights, freely express themselves and defend 
freedom. All have in common their resistance against autocratic and 
corrupt administrations that continue to undermine human rights. The next 
two issues of Cypher will put the focus on this social unrest instead of one 
specific Human Rights Defender.

The protest movements and resistance we have witnessed in these and 
other countries is the context in which human rights defenders work. They 
are often the first to document and share, the first to rush to help, and 
the first to be targeted by ‘security’ forces and other actors who aim to 
disrupt or break up protest movements. 
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Turkey

The fight at Bogazici University, one of Turkey’s most well-known institutions, 
is a struggle over free speech and the upholding of academic freedom. 
Erdogan’s appointment of former politician Melih Bulu, a party loyalist, 
as the head of the University, is a direct attempt to break the remaining 
academic autonomy, which is under attack since 2016, to ensure nationalist 
and religious instructors. Erdogan, by once again labeling the opposition as 
“terrorists” and with a heavily armed police presence on campus, continues 
the overall crackdown on lesbian, gay and trans people; on women rights 
and intellectuals.

With daily silent protests, students and professors at Bogazici University 
have refused to accept President Erdogan’s government meddling by the 
appointment of a new rector. It’s been 148 days so far.

Artist: Betül Yılmaz  
  Instagram

https://www.instagram.com/betulyilmazi/
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Brazil
Brazil is one of the most lethal countries in the world for environmental activists 
and human rights defenders. Historically, the state of Pará has registered the 
highest rates of violence related to agrarian issues in Brazil; located in the Amazon 
region, it is the most violent state for land rights defenders. The episodes vary from 
evictions of rural workers, riverside communities or quilombolas; illegal mining, 
logging and occupation of indigenous areas; destruction of property and assets; 
physical attacks; arbitrary detention, criminalisation and killings.

This week marked four years since the Pau d’Arco massacre in which 10 rural 
workers were murdered and four months since the killing of Fernando dos Santos 
Araujo, a survivor and key witness of the Pau d’Arco massacre case. 

On 24 May 2017, in what is now widely known as the Pau D’Arco massacre, 10 
rural workers and land rights defenders associated with Liga dos Camponeses 
Pobres – LCP were murdered on the Santa Lúcia farm by police officers. On 26 
January 2021, land rights defender Fernando dos Santos Araújo was killed in his 
house on the Santa Lúcia farm. He was a survivor and one of the key witnesses 
against the 17 police officers in the Pau d’Arco criminal case. While investigations 
into the Pau D’Arco massacre saw some progress, no charges have been brought 
against those who ordered the operation, while the accused police officers were 
allowed to wait for the trial in freedom and return to active duty, some of them 
in the region of Pau D’Arco city. In addition, human rights defender José Vargas 
Sobrinho Junior, who is the lawyer of Pau D’Arco victims, has been facing a 
criminal investigation against him, considered by those who accompany the 
case to be an attempt to prevent justice for the Pau D’Arco Massacre.

Impunity in these notorious cases, among others, fuels the targeted violence 
against land and environmental rights defenders in Pará. The threats and murders 
of human rights defenders in Pará are endemic to the business practices of mining, 
logging and cattle ranching in this region, and indeed across the country, because 
resource extraction and agribusiness are prioritised over the lives of rural populations, 
indigenous communities and quilombolas.

Artist: Mandy Barros
  Instagram

https://www.instagram.com/mandybarros.arte
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The end.
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