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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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adam shapiro

This was the mantra by Black Lives Matter protesters in cities and towns across the United States 
for months – and really for years – as the nation witnessed the largest popular mobilization 
in its history in protest against systemic racism and its manifestation in police violence against 
Black and Brown bodies.

The movement has not been limited to the US, as the scourge of racism exists in virtually every society 
and manifests in everything from police violence to housing discrimination to socio-economic 
inequality and beyond. At the forefront – organizing these protests, developing policy 
alternatives and envisioning equitable futures – have been anti-racism/anti-discrimination 
human rights defenders who have been active long before the chants started echoing.

At Front Line Defenders, we have been listening, learning and discussing the intersection of 
race, representation and human rights as never before, and as an organization, we commit to 
standing with and supporting anti-racist movements and HRDs and their security. The flip side 
of the hope inspired by what we have witnessed over the last year is the dangerous and 
profoundly disturbing rise of white supremacist groups, which sadly is also not a new phenom-
enon. The danger those groups pose to movements for racial, economic, environmental and 
gender justice cannot be underestimated.

This issue of Cypher presents stories from Uruguay, Sudan, Tunisia and Portugal – places not 
necessarily in the headlines, but where struggles persist every day to confront everyday racism 
combined with historic and systemic discrimination. And where HRDs confront violence, threats 
and defamation simply because they pursue equality.

Editorial

“Say Their Names”
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beldan sezen

Through the centuries, empires and countries around the world have enslaved all kinds of people, 
later revising degrees of enslavement for many reasons until ultimate abolishment (yet having to 
come up with other forms of cheap labor). The slave trade from Africa remains as one of the 
most painful since it includes the dehumanizing of a Mensch in all its utmost cruelty to justify the 
capture, trade and exploitation of human labor. Until today, the mechanisms of dehumanizing, 
ranging from crude to delicate, and therefore our justification of superiority/inferiority, are 
deeply embedded into our daily lives and collective memories. 

It’s like confronting an abuser again and again and again. And again. Until they’re isolated, not 
able to deny – first in all arrogance then in stoic self-pity. Until they no longer find open ears for 
their lies and bravado. Until the “we” that protected them through denial and ignorance finally 
doesn’t fear the loss of their self-serving love; doesn’t fear to confront the lies that seemingly have 
served us well. Until the anger we rightfully feel is directed to the abuser not the abused. Until 
the price for another human’s life is no longer measured by our comfort and greed. Until then, 
or rather, now, Black Lives Matter.

February 2021

Editorial

174 years after the abolition of slavery on the African continent by 
the Ottoman Empire; 158 years since Lincoln issues the Emancipation 
Proclamation in the United States; Japan bans slavery in 1590 (with 
some exceptions), Lithuania in 1588.

And then there is Spain. With the “discovery” of the New World, 
debates erupt about who to enslave to what degree, and if you 
can’t enslave then implement forced labour.
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Tunisia
In June 2020, hundred of Tunisians gathered in the capital, Tunis, to stand in 
solidarity with Black Lives Matter protests in the United States; it was the first 
such protest in the Arab world. Tunisia has become accustomed to leading 
the Arab world over the last decade since it deposed its authoritarian ruler a 
decade ago, igniting a wave of protests and political and social movements 
across the Arab world and beyond.

But when it comes to stamping out racism, Tunisia is just like every other country 
– with a lot of work to do, including the first step of acknowledging the full scope 
and impact of the problem in the first place.

Anti-racism human rights defenders like Saadia Mosbah, confront daily racism 
that has long been normalized in language and custom. The struggle is not just 
addressing the institutional forms of racism from the state, but also changing 
the consciousness of fellow citizens. Saadia has said that racism in Tunsia is 
“something silent, and rampant.”

As Tunisia marks a decade since shaking the world, new protests have erupted 
on the streets as the promise of the revolution remains unfulfilled. And indeed, 
for black Tunisians, endemic racism did not stop when Ben Ali left the country.

Artists: Moez Tabia and Nada Dagdoug

Moez Tabia is a cartoonist, illustrator, and a member of Lab619. He started his 
career as a storyboarder in communication companies and publishing houses, 
worked with associations and as a digital drawing teacher. He was selcted for 
the exhibition of «100 Arab Artists» in Angoulême. His album “Oblation” was 
awarded as best manga at FIBDA.
www.artstation.com/moeztabia

Nada Dagdoug is a trained graphic designer. She is a teacher, researcher and 
Doctor of Sciences and Practices of Arts. Her experiences led her to follow 
more individual paths, by carrying out artistic experiments through illustrations 
and animated pictures techniques with children (the Grif Graf workshops).
nadadagdoug.ultra-book.com
www.facebook.com/grifgrafstudio

http://www.artstation.com/moeztabia
http://nadadagdoug.ultra-book.com
http://www.facebook.com/grifgrafstudio
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M’nemty

https://www.facebook.com/Mnemty/?ref=page_internal
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Portugal

In August 2020, local media reported that a march in front of the offices 
of SOS Racismo in Lisbon seemed similar to a “Ku klux klan style parade”, 
where individuals were seen carrying torches and wearing white masks. For 
Mamadou Ba, this was just the latest in ongoing threats against him and other 
black Portuguese activists and political figures.

While other countries in Europe have made headlines internationally for the 
rise of right-wing and even neo-Nazi political parties and movements, Portugal 
is no stranger to race-based violence from both the state and from society. 
Since 2012, SOS Racismo has collected data on more than 700 racially 
motivated crimes.

With the black community in Portugal becoming more and more ‘visible’ 
with artists, athletes, politicians and activists coming to the fore in all parts 
of society, right-wing groups are mobilizing using race-based ideologies to 
target and attack the community. At the same time, systemic racism in the 
country’s institutions is coming under new scrutiny, particularly violence from 
the police, as similar efforts are underway across in Europe and the US. 

In previous years, racist violence was largely ignored by society and by the 
government. After the August incident and other attacks against members of 
the black community, the country’s president vowed that there would be ‘zero 
tolerance’ for racism, while one of the largest anti-racist protests was held 
in the capital. After decades of denial, racism is starting to be called out in 
Portugal, even if activists like Mamadou are under greater threat than ever 
before.

Text and drawings by Nuno Saraiva
Instagram
facebook

https://www.instagram.com/nunosaraiva_ilustrador/
https://www.facebook.com/nunosaraivailustrador/


 ‘Os Flagelados do Vento Leste’ is ‘a title referring to a book of that name by Manuel Lopes, a well-known (in portuguese) 
book from Cape Verde, which is a call for awareness raising for survival and regeneration.’
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Japan
Racism and xenophobia is often dismissed as a non-issue in Japan. Yet 
Japanese citizens who are not ‘Jun Japa’ (literally “true Japanese”) are 
frequently subject to ‘stop and frisk’ procedures; out of nowhere interrogations 
in public that cause distress and embarrassment.

“Japan has a 99 percent conviction rate,” according to Terry Write, a 
professional dancer who grew up in Brooklyn and lives in Japan, “which 
means that if they want me to go away, I can go away. If they want to, 
they can take my home, my kids, everything away from me, just like that. 
Maybe I’m not going to die, but that’s a different kind of death”.

With the killing of George Floyd, thousands of protesters in Tokyo took 
part in Black Lives Matter marches pointing out that Japan needed to own 
up to its own problems with race.

Black Lives Matter Tokyo was founded on 1 June 2020 by a half-dozen 
youths — most of whom are students at Temple University in Tokyo. In less 
than two weeks, the group gained the support of several thousand followers 
on social media.

blacklivesmattertokyo.org
Instagram

Artist: Mmyoi

Mmyoi  is a Brazilian artist living in Japan, currently producing a romance/
fantasy webcomic called “The Bride of the Fox”. She believes more Afro-latin 
americans should dream about being comic artists and become capable of 
speaking up about their experiences through their art.
Linktr.ee

http://www.blacklivesmattertokyo.org
https://www.instagram.com/blmtokyojp/
https://linktr.ee/Mmyoi
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Uruguay
The experiences of Afro-descendant populations in South America have been 
well documented in countries like Brazil, Colombia and Venezuela, but much 
less so in Uruguay. Perhaps that is because Uruguay has long been held up 
as an example to the rest of Latin America, scoring lowest on inequality and 
poverty ratings, and having one of the best social inclusion statistics in the 
region.

But behind these statistics lie the lived experiences of a Black community, for 
whom racism is a daily fact, and indeed systemic. Comprising approximately 
8% of the population, poverty among Black Uruguayans is twice the national 
rate, and earn 11% less than the rest of the population according to the a 
2020 World Bank study, “Social Inclusion in Uruguay”.

And for Afro-descendant Uruguay human rights defenders, fighting racism 
can be risky – Tania Ramírez, one of the WHRDs from Mizangas, explained 
that for police in Uruguay, black citizens are “are the reference point for 
insecurity, detention, false accusations, mistreatment and insults.” In 2012, 
Tania was physically and verbally assaulted and beaten by a group of 
women in a racially-motivated attack.

Text: Adriele Oliveira, Mikaela Sánchez, Tania Ramírez and Mizangas
Illustration: Mikaela Sánchez 
mizangas.com

http://mizangas.com
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Mizangas is a political advocacy movement of Afro-diverse women, who have been at the 
forefront of the feminist anti-racist struggle by confronting the need to voice our demands and 
concrete proposals.

Mizangas derives from masanga, a word of Yoruba origin meaning small beads of a necklace 
of protection. In some African cultures, mizangas play a very important role, its use and meaning 
is associated with identity, culture, beauty, power.

For us Mizangas means union, collective strength, identity, struggle, resistance, ancestry, sisterhood 
and revolution. In our necklace, each mizanga is fundamental to make up the whole.

Since 2006 we have strengthened and positioned the political subject of Afro women in an 
intersectional way, in the country and in the region, promoting a discourse and actions from 
black feminism, and becoming a reference in the strengthening and personal and collective 
growth of Afro women and other social movements.

“ADDING ESSENCES TO BUILD EQUITY”
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We develop lines of action in different areas to achieve our objectives: research, training, 
debates, publications, workshops, mobilisations and advocacy. 

We have articulated and contributed conceptually and politically to the approval of Law 
19.122/13 on affirmative action for the Afro population in education and employment. This 
law “recognises that the Afro-descendant population that inhabits the national territory has 
historically been a victim of racism, discrimination and stigmatisation since the time of the 
slave trade and trafficking, actions that are considered crimes against humanity under 
international law”.

POLITICAL ADVOCACY TO INFLUENCE OUR LIVES
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DENOUNCING HETEROPATRIARCHAL RACISM

In 2012, after the racist aggression suffered by a founding member of Mizangas, the collective 
called for a mobilisation, with the support of various organisations and collectives from across 
the social movement, state institutions and political parties.

The March of the Motas was the country’s biggest mobilization against racism to denounce 
this and other cases of racism, racial discrimination and hate crimes against Afro-descendants, 
which continue in total impunity, demonstrating the institutional racism that underpins the justice 
system. 

Unfortunately, despite being a case that had media and public repercussions at national and 
international levels, and even with all the sufficient evidence, justice has not yet been done.

“Breaking the silence in cases such as this one is fundamental to highlight the existence and 
persistence of a racist system [...], which is violent in every way, which crystallises socially, 
culturally, structurally and with which Afro-descendants coexist daily throughout our lives”. 
(Ramírez, 2012).
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NO RACISM, BETTER DEMOCRACY

Her visit mobilised Afro-descendant activists, feminists, LGBTI, indigenous people, the student 
movement, the workers’ movement, academics and the political system, with the presence of 
delegations from Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Peru, Venezuela and the whole of 
Uruguay, demonstrating the commitment to the anti-racist struggle.

Her presence has honoured us as a country and a region, signifying an act of reparation for 
those of us who have been putting our bodies in resistance to combat the inequalities that are 
being perpetuated by this racist, classist, homo- lesbo- bi- trans-phobic and capitalist system that 
destructively excludes. 

Angela Davis, in her visit to Uruguay, left a message of hope and strengthened the struggles of 
oppressed peoples.

In March 2019, we received Angela Davis for the first time in Uruguay, in the framework 
of two commemorations of global relevance: 8th March, International Women’s Day, and 
21st March, International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. 

It was an initiative of Horizonte de Libertades, a project that is the synthesis of an 
articulated, twinned and intersectional work, carried out collectively by Mizangas 
Mujeres Afrodescendientes, Colectivo Ovejas Negras, Mujeres en el Horno and +Vhidas 
and in articulation with the State and the support of other social movements.

“The ongoing struggle for freedom lies at the heart of democracy.  
Those who fight to defend democracy are those who do not accept  
that it is conditioned by capitalism, heteropatriarchy and racism” 
(Davis, 2019).
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MIZANGAS, AFRO WOMEN’S MOVEMENT.

Every day in our lives, as women of African descent, trans, lesbian, bisexual, migrant, 
young women, mothers, professionals, workers, students, we face situations of racism, 
endo-racism, machismo, lesbo- bi- trans-phobia, discrimination and exclusion, which 
expose us to all kinds of explicit and symbolic violence, and which we denounce and 
fight to eradicate emphatically through our actions. 

We are clear that demonstrations and street protests are internationally recognised 
human rights for all people, which democratic governments have the obligation to 
respect and protect. Despite this, we are currently witnessing in Latin America an 
increase in the repressive apparatus of the state and threats from sectors that promote 
hatred towards women, Afro-descendants, LGBT people and other sectors of the 
population considered “minorities”.

We are convinced of building more just and egalitarian societies and we do it for us, 
for those of us who are here, for those who are coming and for the ancestral legacy of 
those who are no longer here and who started these struggles.
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Sudan
Sudan may not be the first country one thinks of when considering the 
devastating effects of racism and race-based political violence, yet arguably 
the country would rank near the top of the list of number of victims of systemic 
racism. 

Sudanese were trafficked in the slave trade into Arab countries as early as 
the seventh century, and although centuries of intermarriage subsequently 
made easy distinction more complicated, racial differences are both seen and 
understood by Sudanese, even if difficult to discern by foreigners, particularly 
Western eyes used to seeing race in terms of white/black.

When protests against the regime of Omar Al-Bashir emerged in 2019, a new 
consciousness also circulated among the protesters, as people came from all 
communities of the country to push to topple the government. Slogans and 
chants circulated that indicated the old divisions, which helped rulers divide 
and fueled conflict in the country, might not survive a new Sudan.

The transitional period the country is now in is charting a course of a reimagining 
of the country, in terms of governance, rule of law, power and justice. But it is 
also a moment of questioning of identity and how race and ethnicity factors into 
who has power and who does not. The struggle in Sudan today is not just over who 
rules, but also how – and at the crux of this struggle is how black lives matter in a 
post-revolutionary Sudan.

Text: Khalid Al-Baih
Instagram

Artist: Joseph Bergen

Joseph Bergen is a Native American artist and engineer based in 
Brooklyn, NY.
josephbergen.com

https://www.instagram.com/khalidalbaih/?hl=en
http://josephbergen.com
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More than a year after the Sudanese 
revolution toppled al-Bashir, racism is 
still rampant in the country.
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On August 2, as General Shams al-Din al-Kabashi emerged from a house in Omdurman, 
protesters ambushed him with anti-military chants. Al-Kabashi, who is a member of the 
ruling sovereign council dominated by the military, had supposedly just had an hours-long 
meeting with supporters of deposed President Omar al-Bashir. 

While the protesters’ anger was understandable, given that the military leadership 
continues to resist dismantling al-Bashir’s regime, some of them went beyond political 
chants and started shouting racial slurs at the general, who is darker-skinned and hails 
from the Nuba Mountains region, an area in the southern part of Sudan where most 
communities are of African descent.

This racist episode came just a few weeks after Sudanese social media users mounted 
a campaign of racist abuse against a famous footballer from west Sudan, Issam 
Abdulraheem, after he posted a photo of himself and his wife, Reem Khougli, a 
makeup artist who happens to be a light-skinned Arab. 

Seeing this a bit more than a year after Sudan had its first Black Lives Matter moment 
is quite disheartening. As the Sudanese people battled al-Bashir’s tyranny last year, 
many came to the realisation that defeating his regime would mean not only toppling 
him and wresting political power out of the hands of the military but also dismantling 
the vast system of racial and socioeconomic oppression that has dominated every 
aspect of Sudanese life since before his rule.

The Sudanese revolution embraced national unity and vowed to build a “new Sudan” 
on the foundations of socioeconomic and racial justice and equality. But these recent 
racist incidents show just how far away we are from achieving it.



Race and racism in Sudan

Sudan is an ethnically diverse country. While the majority is made up of Muslim Arab-speaking 
tribes of various backgrounds, there are many non-Arabised ethnic groups, including, Nubians, 
Beja, Fur, Nuba (ethnically different from Nubians), Fallata and others. These communities have 
been historicallymarginalised, discriminated against and politically ostracised.
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Part of the reason for this has to do with British colonialism, which favoured some tribes over 
others, but much of it also is related to Sudan’s pre-colonial history. In the seventh century, the 
Christian Nubian state of Makuria concluded a treaty (known as al-Baqt) with Egypt’s Arab conquers, 
which among other provisions included the transfer of 360 slaves per year to new Egyptian 
rulers. This established Sudan as a source of slaves for Egypt and the rest of the Arab world. 

Over the following centuries, Arab tribes gradually migrated into Sudanese lands and intermarried 
with the local Black African population, thus gradually Arabising it. Some of these tribes engaged 
in the slave trade. The gradual Arabisation dislocated culturally parts of Sudan from Africa, 
solidifying the belief of Arab superiority and native non-Arabised inferiority and laying the 
foundations of modern Sudan’s identity crisis. Those who were enslaved were almost exclusively 
members of the non-Muslim non-Arabised tribes. 

After independence, the Sudanese society continued to be plagued by this historical legacy. 
Growing up in the 1980s in Sudan, I was aware of these racial divisions. I myself come from an 
Arabic-speaking tribe and am considered an Arab in Sudan.
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I went to a private school in Khartoum, run by missionaries, where the majority of students there 
were children of displaced families from the south, mostly Christians. A foreigner would probably 
have thought all of us looked the same, but to a Sudanese, there was a huge difference – I was 
an Arab and one or two shades lighter than my classmates, which gave me immense privilege. 

Although I did not know why exactly I was “superior” to my darker non-Arab classmates, I knew 
for sure I was because everyone important I saw on television looked like me. Indeed, political 
and economic power was almost exclusively in the hands of members of the Arabised tribes. 

This oppression and marginalisation had led to the first Sudanese civil war (1955-72) and then 
in the 1980s to another one. When al-Bashir came to power through a military coup in 1989 
backed by Islamist forces, this situation deteriorated further. Discrimination and violence against 
non-Muslims and non-Arabs got worse, as his regime sought to frame the conflict in religious 
terms.

Around that time, my family had to leave for Qatar as part of the huge exodus of Sudanese 
professionals who got sacked for not being part of the National Islamic Front. 

This is when my world turned upside down. My parents put me in a public school in Doha, where I 
was surrounded by Arabs from the Gulf, Levant, and North Africa. The kids knew I was an “Arab” 
but made fun of my accent, hair and skin colour. I had not only lost my privilege but for the first 
time in my life faced racism and discrimination. I was only 11 years old.

This shift, as well as the realisation that I had been part of the normalisation of anti-Blackness, 
affected me deeply as a teenager. I would regularly fight with classmates who called me abid 
(slave) only to go back to my community and hear north Sudanese people like me use the same 
word for anyone from the non-Arabised tribes. Indeed, the Sudanese people are a prime example 
of Black people being both the victim and the perpetrator of racism. 

The 1990s for me were marked by news of the Sudanese war, where rebel groups of the 
predominantly Christian south fought al-Bashir’s army, the normalisation of anti-Black “jokes” 
by my Arab classmates, and my introduction to American culture, with sitcoms like Friends and 
Seinfeld, where no one looked like me, and conscious hip-hop, where everyone looked like me.  

In the 2000s, the war in the south gave way to the Darfur conflict, where again Khartoum fought 
Darfuri tribes of African descent by arming what is commonly known as Darfuri Arabs, a mixture 
of Arabic-speaking local and migrant tribes. That was the time when I struggled with denial about 
the racism in my own community.  
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Years later, while travelling as a Black artist to exhibitions where my art was showcased, 
I saw first-hand how white supremacy had empowered more sophisticated forms of racism and 
anti-Blackness around the world. While in the West, I saw white people oppressing people of 
colour, in Africa, it was Black people oppressing people who looked just a shade darker than 
them, spoke a different tongue, or came from a different social class.

These life experiences have shaped me as an artist and guided the politics of my art – be it 
cartoons, installations or film.
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Sudan’s Black Lives Matter moment

Although many of us in the diaspora walked this 
path of self-reflection on privilege and racism in 
Sudan, many of our compatriots remaining in the 
country did not. This was at least until last year 
when the Sudanese revolution erupted and the 
regime deployed in the north the same violent 
tactics it had used in the south and Darfur.

Protesters in Khartoum, Omdurman, and else-
where faced beatings, shootings, rape and 
torture. Those who perpetrated these brutal acts 
were the same fighters who had been deployed 
in Darfur to wreak havoc on impoverished and 
marginalised communities. The protests brought 
together citizens from all over the country and 
cross-communal solidarity started to emerge, as 
people shared their stories of violence and pain.
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And then one day in February, during a protest in Khartoum, the crowd broke into a new chant: 
“Ya unsuri w maghrur, kol albalad Darfur [hey you racist and arrogant, all the country is Darfur].” 
This was probably the first time that so many people in the north faced off with the military regime 
and showed solidarity with Darfur. This was our Black Lives Matter moment of Sudan.

Thus the country united. The dictator fell. And a new beginning was promised to people of all 
ethnicities and colours. 

But more than a year later, not only are racial slurs still regularly used for non-Arab Sudanese 
people, but little has changed for Darfurians and other marginalised communities as well.
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In July, violence erupted in the region once again, killing at least 60 people. According to the 
United Nations, some 2,500 people had to flee to Chad as the situation remains unstable. The 
Sudanese media, which now supposedly enjoys more freedom than under al-Bashir, ignored the 
news, demonstrating just how little Darfurian lives matter in Khartoum.
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A month earlier, when mass protests erupted following the death of George Floyd, a Black man, 
at the hands of police officers in the United States, there was no official reaction. That, of course, 
should not come as a surprise given that the Sudanese elite continues to deny its Africanness and 
behaves like a settler-colonial authority. 

But common people, who last year were in the streets fighting for a better future for their country, 
also seemed uninterested. 

“We are all Black people here [ie there is no anti-Black racism]”, “we have bigger problems than 
Black people in America”, “people die every day in Yemen or Syria, how come we don’t hear 
about them” – these were some of the comments I heard when I or other activists spoke up about 
Black Lives Matter in Sudan.

Building a new Sudan – the one we imagined last year when al-Bashir fell – will take a long time 
and a lot of hard work. The transitional government made some positive steps by choosing some 
professionals from marginalised communities for important posts, such as Justice Minister Nasreldin 
Abdelbari, who is of Fur background. 

But we will make no progress until we realise that the anti-racism struggle at home and worldwide 
has to be an integral part of that process. We need to stand with our brothers and sisters in 
Darfur, in the rest of Africa and the rest of the world. 
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We have to stand for Black Lives Matter, we have to embrace our Blackness, in a land literally 
called the land of the Black people and accept that some of us are both African and Arab. 

Individually, we have to be the change we want, we 
have to lay the foundations of a Sudan for all, where 
future generations can live in peace and harmony.
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Find us online
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frontlinedefenders.org/cypher

https://www.instagram.com/cypher_comics/
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https://twitter.com/FrontLineHRD
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