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Beyond Duterte

Populism and accountability in the War on Drugs
in the Philippines

Presented by Dr. Teresa Jopson (Arnold Bergstraesser Institute)

Populism in Southeast Asia correlates with non-
existent, decayed bureaucratic, or clientelist parties,
allowing populists to directly mobilise electoral support
through campaigns such as the Wars on Drugs. The
premise is that regardless of its efficacy, policies with a
tough position against criminal and anti-social activity
is popular in certain societies. Former Philippine
President Rodrigo Duterte is a populist politician that
ran on and implemented a bloody War on Drugs
campaign.

In its implementation, the War on Drugs project was
led by the police and entangled in military anti-
insurgency operations, that together serve and
maintain the increasingly authoritarian state. Despite
the human rights violations and political violence as
‘state vigilantism’, the War on Drugs enjoyed high
approval ratings. To explain the contradiction, scholars
have generated a substantial literature, including on
penal populism, crucial in domestic mobilising in the
War on Drugs.

This presentation describes the Duterte brand of
populism and his War on Drugs campaign in the form of
extrajudicial killings. Dr. Jopson argues that the
combination of Duterte’s populism and the ‘genealogy
of violence’ based on historically shaped logics,
infrastructure, and mechanics enabled this form of War
on Drugs in the Philippines. The accountability for such
violent populist project is crucial as Duterte currently
faces three accounts of crimes against humanity at the
International Criminal Court.

Dr. Teresa Jopson is a political anthropologist and
postdoctoral researcher at the Arnold Bergstraesser
Institute, Freiburg. She studies gender, human rights,
and social movements in conflict, peacebuilding,
migration, and populist projects in Southeast Asia.
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