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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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maria san martin

Cypher - Comics as Eyewitness // part one

Their work terrifies patriarchal institutions and angers individuals. WHRDs incite rage exactly because 
they dare to public embody the power of womanhood, femininity, sexuality, motherhood, and 
sisterhood, in all their many forms. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated gender violence crises and domestic abuse rates 
around the world. It has also made irreversibly apparent that WHRDs are very often the only 
actors bold enough to take direct, personal action against gendered, raced and classed violence.

COVID-19 has radically altered the risks faced by defenders, which now including contracting 
and dying of the disease. But WHRDs including queer, LGBTI and sex worker rights defenders 
have nonetheless filled gaps where government services failed their communities. They deliver 
food and medicine to neighborhoods ignored by the state. They turn their homes into shelters 
for survivors of domestic violence and homelessness, risking violent attacks from the police and 
public for providing transgender women a place to “shelter in place.” They run suicide prevention 
hotlines. They fight for medical care for people living with HIV as ARV shortages give way to a 
resurgence in HIV-related deaths. They accompany stigmatized communities through a brutal 
pandemic. They bury the dead.

The WHRDs profiled in this issue are doing this work with extremely limited resources and visibility. 
There is seldom public glory involved in investigating the violent murder of a sex worker in 
Argentina. The WHRDs of AMMAR (page 35) receive as much vitriol as they do praise. In the 
case of one recent murder, the family of the victim is privately accepting AMMAR’s financial 
support, donations of food and clothes, and emotional solidarity. But publicly, they refuse to 
acknowledge the sex worker activists, due to the stigma heaped on the community. This sort of 
shame and fear is persistent and predictable. And the women of AMMAR continue undeterred. 

Many of the stories in this edition tell stories of WHRDs’ working for accountability for victims of 
violent sexualized crimes. As we read these stories and reflect on the power of their work, it is 
critical to name and honor the ways in which many WHRDs’ own experiences of sexual trauma 
are linked to those of the victims for whom they seek justice. In the story from Tonga (page 5), 
Lisi’s bold strategy to demand justice for her twin sister’s violent death successfully resulted in 

Editorial

The women who lent us their stories of power and 
persistence for this Cypher edition risk their lives 
to demand justice for victims of violent, gendered, 
and sexualized crimes. In their campaigns to 
visibilize the trauma inflicted on their communities, 
they carve out paths towards justice, and bold 
new formations of what justice actually looks like 
for some of the most marginalized, stigmatized, 
and victimized communities in the world. 

erin kilbride
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The World Bank forecasts that the global economy will contract by 5.2%; vulnerable groups in 
our societies are facing more desperation and are vulnerable to exploitation. As well, the social 
dimensions of the pandemic are having devastating consequences.

“Domestic violence goes up whenever families spend more time together,”1 a documented reality 
which should give pause and force us to think about the illusion of the heteronormative family 
concept promoted around the world, regardless of culture or religion. Gender-based violence, 
which was a pre-existing condition/pandemic long before COVID-19, is surging on the bodies of 
women and girls. 

As far as I’m concerned, if you need to “blowoff steam” go work out, punch a sand bag, chop 
wood, try to outrun a running train, car, what ever, retreat and shout into your pillow. Do not take 
out your frustrations and feeling helpless by releasing hatred and anger against those who are  
stigmatized “inferior” in our societies.

November 2020

beldan sezen

It’s been eight months since we here in New York have been living 
with the constraints of Covid-19. With the city being heavily affected 
economically, people are dealing with grief, loss and personal 
adjustments to insecure livelihoods and health. 

Cypher - Comics as Eyewitness // part two

---------------
1https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/06/world/coronavirus-domestic-violence.html

systemic changes implemented by the Tonga Police Commissioner. But long before she had an 
audience with the highest public security office in the state, Lisi suffered years of physical, sexual, 
and psychological abuse alongside her sister.

This edition overflows with the power of WHRDs’ resistance and love. They also, however, feature 
several sexually explicit and violent stories, using the words and phrases the WHRDs chose to 
express their truths. We encourage readers, particularly those who have experienced sexual 
trauma or vicarious trauma related to sexual assault, to enter this edition gently and to care for 
yourselves along the way.

These women’s voices will resonate – we are certain of that – but remember to be kind to yourselves. 
We need sisters in struggle who are taking time to sleep, eat, breathe, and wake up ready to 
continue our daily resistance.
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Tonga
Tonga has neither signed nor ratified the Convention on the Elimination 
of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). Tonga has no 
minimum age of sexual consent, so statutory rape is not a crime. 

From January to June 2019, 95% of the total cases received by the Women 
and Children Crisis Center (WCCC) were victims of domestic violence.  

Since the onset of COVID-19, the WCCC has recorded a 54& increase in 
the number of cases.

‘Ofa Guttenbeil-Likiliki is the Director of the Women & Children Crisis Center 
(WCCC), which she helped establish in 2009. In that capacity, she leads 
efforts to combat gender based violence and to work with survivors to 
pursue justice and accountability.

“When one chooses to work in the area of empowering women, you must 
be ready and willing to tell the women’s’ stories to others.”

Artist:  Natasha Natarajan

Natasha Natarajan is a British-Indian Artist-Designer and Educator based 
in London. With a commitment to using creativity as a tool for individual 
empowerment, social change and to share our common humanity, she 
operates a freelance business under the name Chikaboo Designs. Her 
autobiographical comic strip, FML Comics, will be published in 2021.

www.chikaboo-designs.com

https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/tonga/
http://www.chikaboo-designs.com
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Zimbabwe
As the director for ROOTS Africa, Beatrice Savadye works to advance 
women’s rights in Zimbabwe, focusing on promoting dignified futures for 
young women and girls through advocacy, lobbying and capacity building 
of young women. 

Beatrice grew up in a province where child marriages were more frequent 
than in other areas of her country. She witnessed several of her female high 
school classmates forced to drop out and marry before the age of 18.

Many had been pressured to engage in sexual activity by their partners 
and were too inexperienced and intimidated to insist on condom use. After 
the girls became pregnant, their families insisted on marriage. Others were 
forced to marry due to poverty. In addition to losing their chance at at an 
education, the girls were at an increased risk for gender-based violence and 
HIV infections.

She campaigns to combat child marriages and against gender based 
violence.

Artist: Lomedy Mhako
  Behance

https://www.behance.net/collection/110680283/art-republik
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The Center for Support and Development of Civic Initiatives “Resonance” is 
an independent non-governmental nonprofit organisation, founded in December 
2005 as a joint initiative of 10 active Transnistrian NGOs. The Center’s core 
principles are democratic participation and inclusiveness, transparency, mobility, 
high level of service provision through action, training and education, research 
and dissemination.  

Since 2009, Resonance has operated a family center, and works to raise 
awareness about violence against women in the region. 

According to reports, violence and sexual violence in Transnistria, as with 
Moldova more widely, is a commonplace experience for women, with some 
statistics indicating a prevalence rate of over 60%.

Artist:  Maria Sweeney

Maria Sweeney is a Moldova-born, USA-based freelance illustrator & comic 
artist. She graduated magna cum laude from Moore College of Art and Design 
with a BFA in Illustration. She writes and self-publishes about her experiences 
living with a rare disability. When she’s not sketching comics, she’s snuggling 
her tiny dog, Bambi.

https://mariasweeney.com

Transnistria/Moldava

https://mariasweeney.com/
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Argentina

The Asociación de Mujeres Meretrices Argentinas (AMMAR) is one of the largest 
unions of sex workers in the world. The WHRDs leading AMMAR represents 
thousands of adult workers across Argentina. They’re powerful human rights 
advocates for some of the world’s most marginalized, stigmatized workers, whose 
network includes transgender, cisgender, and migrant sex workers. AMMAR 
became an officially recognized NGO in 2005, but the WHRDs leading the 
movement had began strategizing more than a decade prior on how to get 
the state to recognize sex work as legitimate work, which is critical to fighting 
abuse, exploitation and arrest.  

Sex worker organising and advocacy is creative, responsive, life-affirming, 
and life-sustaining. The WHRDs of AMMAR persist in the face of killings, 
physical attacks, death threats, and persistent moralizing judgement from a 
wide range of religious, political, and social groups. In addition to providing 
health care, humanitarian assistance, education programs, and emergency 
medical response, the WHRDs of AMMAR also partner with legal teams to 
investigate and demand justice for the devastating number of sex workers 
murdered in Argentina each year.

Artist : Lia Copello
   Instagram

https://www.instagram.com/lacopecope/feed/?hl=en
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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

