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ABSTRACT
Background:  The Philippines has one of the must punitive drug regimes in the world, as evidenced 
not just by Rodrigo Duterte’s drug war but previous anti-drug campaigns. This article examines the 
place of ‘the youth’ in the longstanding moral panic around drugs and drug policy in the Philippines.
Methods:  This article uses critical discourse analysis to analyze figurations of young people across 
three distinct periods in the Philippines’ contemporary history: Ferdinand Marcos Sr.’s early 
dictatorship (1972–1975), Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo’s presidency (2001–2010), and Rodrigo Duterte’s 
administration (2016–2022).
Results:  In all three periods, young people were simultaneously invoked as a group that needs 
saving) and as a group that needs surveillance and discipline. Further, across the three periods, both 
the youth and drug use were enfolded into larger socio-political discourses (e.g. Martial Law; 
corruption and poverty; anti-elite politics).
Conclusion:  The ambivalence in the ways in which young people are treated in drug policy reflects 
and reinforces their societal construction as passive victims. Interrogating and challenging the ways 
in which young people figure in ‘morality politics’ can pave the way for meaningful youth 
engagement in drug policies and programs.

Background

Two years after the presidency of Rodrigo Duterte, the 
Philippines is still coming to terms with the legacy of his bru-
tal drug war, and it is unclear where its drug policy is headed. 
On one hand, Duterte’s successor, Ferdinand Marcos, Jr., has 
signaled the need for policy reform, but punitive drug laws 
have remained unchanged, leading some academics and 
human right organizations to declare that ‘the drug war con-
tinues’ (e.g. Human Rights Watch, 2023).

In fact, if by ‘drug war,’ they mean a punitive drug regime 
that is associated with harsh punishments and extrajudicial 
killings, then it can be said not only that the so-called war 
did not end with Duterte, but that it did not begin with him 
either. Journalists, scholars, and activists alike agree that 
Duterte’s anti-drug campaigns were exceptional in its scale 
and brutality. However, recent scholarship has pointed out to 
relevant antecedents that suggest a continuity of the coun-
try’s drug policy regime. Lasco and Yu (2023) for instance, 
identified the Marcos Sr. dictatorship as ‘a significant moment 
in drug policy in the Philippines’ (p. 42): one that cemented a 
‘moral infrastructure’ (p. 45) and constructed a moral panic 

around drugs. Cornelio and Lasco (2020) likewise identified 
the 1970s as a moment that inaugurated a ‘morality politics’ 
that continues to inform the country’s drug policies.

One running - and unexamined thread - throughout this 
history is the place of the youth throughout this intersection 
between morality, politics, and drug policy in the country. 
How might looking at children and young people illuminate 
the architecture of this moral panic, its embeddedness with 
cultural norms, and their implications for drug policy?

Such an analysis is long overdue, given how even a cur-
sory look at the country’s policies show the prominence of 
young people’s place in them. ‘if you destroy my country and 
you destroy the young people by feeding them with drugs, 
you destroy the future,’ Duterte would say throughout his 
presidency (Reuters, 2021), but the very symbol of the drug 
war’s violence was Kian Delos Santos, a 17-year-old student 
whose killing ignited national outrage because his final 
moments were caught by a CCTV camera (Serafica, 2018). 
Raffle (2024) describes young people’s place in the drug war 
as ‘biopolitical childhood,’ noting how young people were 
simultaneously used as a ‘defining justification’ for the war 
and ‘targeted, both physically and discursively’ (p. 2).
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This article seeks to make sense of this intersection of 
youth, morality, and drugs by presenting the ways in which 
young people figure in Philippine drug policy and discourse, 
and identifying the social actors involved in their political and 
discursive constructions. Inspired by critical drug studies (e.g. 
Madden et  al., 2021; Møller & Hakim, 2023; Thomas & Bull, 
2018), discourse analyses on youth and drugs (e.g. Mayock, 
2005; Murji, 1998; Pennay & Moore, 2010), and using the 
moral panics literature on drug issues as a starting point (see 
Bennett, 2018), it looks at the Church, the State, and other 
sectors of civil society as belonging to the same ‘policy con-
stellation’ (Stevens & Zampini, 2018)—one where ‘the connec-
tions between actors that constitute the constellation serve 
to amplify the influence of each individual actor.’

In doing so, it also adds to the drug policy literature by 
furnishing an example from the Global South. While the place 
of young people has been deeply explored in Global North 
countries (e.g. Australia; United Kingdom; United States), ref-
erences to the place of young people in drug policy in 
non-Euro-American countries are few and far between despite 
clear political differences. In the case of the Philippines, the 
authoritarian and/or illiberal regimes (see Hajnal & Jeziorska, 
2021; Thompson, 2019), as well as a historically complex, 
deep relationship between the Catholic Church and the state 
(Casas, 2023; Lim, 1989) must be problematized vis-à-vis the 
country’s anti-drug campaigns. That is, how have these pecu-
liarities shaped drug policy, and how have these policies 
impacted young people in the Philippines? As our examples 
will hopefully make clear, the youth discourses shaped, but 
also coincided with drug policy—including those that affect 
young people.

Young people at the nexus of drugs and morality

Young people have long figured in the ways in which drug 
use has been moralized around the world. In their analysis of 
the Israel drug panic of 1982, Ben-Yehuda (1986, p. 507) con-
cludes that drugs are an ‘almost natural topic for a moral 
panic’ being an ‘easy enemy’ for different societies, and that 
youth are ‘particularly attractive to both the media and the 
masses’ given young people’s assumed status as an innocent 
and morally confused group.

By conflating the health implications of drug use with its 
cultural and sociopolitical ramifications, these youth-centric 
discourses have contributed to an atmosphere and rhetoric of 
fear around drugs; that is, drugs are not only associated with 
deviance and crime (Gutierrez, 2023; Tupper, 2008) but are 
also framed framed as a ‘highly contagious disease which tar-
gets the very order and moral health of social universes’ 
(Alexandrescu, 2014, p. 28). Moreover, discursively framing the 
youth as ‘vulnerable to harms of drugs’ (Tupper, 2008, p. 223) 
legitimizes punitive responses to drugs (e.g. wars on drugs) 
while at the same time deeming other strategies (e.g. decrim-
inalization; drug education; etc.) as antithetical to societal val-
ues. Furthermore, hegemonic anti-drug discourses have 
positioned the youth as ‘overly ‘passive,’ ‘helpless,’ and in need 
of professional help’ (Yusay & Canoy, 2019, p. 125), even as 
they are also simultaneously cast as irresponsible (Duff, 2003), 
rebellious (Alexandrescu, 2014), delinquent and deviant (Kelly, 

2001), and even criminal (Lasco, 2018b). Thus, young people 
are ambivalently framed as vulnerable to but also responsible 
for drug use, rendering them as both benefactors and targets 
of drug policies and programs.

These observations resonate in different historical and 
geographic contexts. In the United States, Nixon’s ‘War on 
Drugs’ reflected and reinforced the notion of middle-class 
youth ‘sucked into drug use,’ and the ‘youthful marijuana user’ 
has long figured in anti-drug campaigns as a regular trope 
(Ferraoili, 2014, p. 353). In Canada, too, the drug policy dis-
course has been dominated by morally-charged narratives 
‘which converged around themes of youth and children’ 
(Michaud et  al., 2024, p. 7). Similar conclusions were reached 
by analyses of political discourses from Australia (Fredrickson 
et  al. 2019), United Kingdom (Blackman, 2016), Japan 
(Kingsberg, 2013), the Netherlands (Baerveldt et  al., 1998), 
and Thailand (Cohen, 2020), among others.

Crucially, however, it not just young people as a whole 
that is referred to or targeted in such framings and in the 
policies that arise from them. In the US, for instance, the 
moral panic on drugs has always had a racial and economic 
dimension, with Black (and Latino) youth constructed as a 
dangerous class (Welch et  al., 2002) while their white 
middle-class counterparts are ‘positioned… as innocent’ 
(Lassiter, 2015, p. 127). ‘The perceived vulnerability of young 
people,’ notes (Alexandrescu & Spicer, 2023, p. 6), ‘is used to 
justify responses that ultimately lead to amplified harms 
being displaced onto structurally disadvantaged populations.’ 
Such intersectional distinctions are relevant for the Philippines, 
where young men in urban low-income communities have 
been disproportionately targeted not just in Duterte’s drug 
war but throughout decades (see Tan, 2021). This raises the 
question of who are responsible for perpetuating such dis-
courses and enabling the country’s punitive drug regime.

From ‘moral entrepreneurs’ to ‘policy constellations’

The moral panics framework identifies ‘moral entrepreneurs’ 
(Becker, 1963) or ‘politico-moral entrepreneurs’ (Reinarman, 
1994) as key actors in inciting and perpetuating moral panics 
towards ‘folk devils.’ While it has productively called attention 
to, or inspired focus on, various groups (e.g. politicians, mass 
media, members of the clergy, academics, and special interest 
groups) and their roles in public discourse (see Lasco & 
Curato, 2019), however, it has also been critiqued as giving 
conspiring elites, the political class, or mass media too much 
credit in shaping our current paradigms at the expense of the 
public sentiment. In the words of Horsley (2017):

it promises to elevate the significance of politicised and mediated 
narratives as foundations for active political participation whilst 
barely touching upon subjective experience within neoliberal real-
ity, the diversity of motivations within our electoral form and the 
jaundiced, disinterested ethos that seems to have given rise to a 
transgressive sensibility.

One approach to overcome an undue focus on certain 
actors is to look instead at ‘policy constellations’ or ‘[sets] of 
social actors (individuals within organisations) who come 
together in deploying various forms of socially structured 
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power to pursue the institutionalisation in policy of shared 
moral preferences and material interests’ (Stevens, 2024, p. 35; 
see also Stevens & Zampini, 2018). Such an approach borrows 
from a ‘social network perspective’ in moving away from a 
‘primary focus on the individual and the attributes of that 
actor, to understanding the more dynamic supports and con-
straints of the larger social infrastructure’ (Daly et  al., 2014,  
p. 236). Moreover, it aims ‘to identify the moral positions that 
are in play, to map the connections between policy actors 
and policy preferences, and to examine the forms of power 
that policy actors bring to these constellations’ (Stevens, 2024, 
p. 61). If indeed young people are central to the moralization 
and politicization of drugs in the Philippines, then looking at 
their figurations will illuminate policy constellations in ways 
that can offer insights for policy reform and directions to (re)
imagine the place of youth in drug policy.

Methods

In this article, we explore how children and young people fig-
ured in official, political, and public discourses in three dis-
tinct periods in contemporary Philippine history: Ferdinand 
Marcos Sr.’s anti-drug campaign (1972–1975), Gloria 
Macapagal-Arroyo’s youth-focused anti-drug projects (2001–
2010), and Rodrigo Duterte’s war on drugs (2016–2022). In all 
three periods, there were documented specific and spectacu-
lar government actions related to drugs that involved the 
presidents at the time, including: explicit declarations of a 
‘war on drugs’; the passage of landmark drug-related legisla-
tions (e.g. the 1972 Dangerous Drugs Act, the 2002 
Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs Act, and Duterte’s series of 
executive orders); as well as heightened attention to drugs 
from various sectors of society, including the Catholic Church 
and other religious groups, as well as the media (Lasco, 2023; 
Lasco & Curato, 2019; Lasco & Yu, 2023).

Our data sources are twofold. The first were official docu-
ments from the three periods, including presidential speeches, 
drug-policy related legislation, and other official documents 
from drug agencies (e.g. Dangerous Drugs Board, Philippine 
Drug Enforcement Agency), youth-related agencies (e.g. 
National Youth Commission) and executive departments (e.g. 
Department of Health, Department of Education, Department 
of Social Welfare and Development). These were identified 
either through extensive search of government repositories or 
through the review of the literature (i.e. cited in Philippine 
scholarship on drugs and drug policy). The second set of 
sources were composed of documents from civil society 
groups, particularly the Catholic Church, other religious 
groups, and nongovernment actors. Pastoral letters, press 
statements, and other similar material referring to drugs and 
related policies were retrieved from archived/digitized news-
papers and magazines accessed through local university 
libraries, as well as the relevant entities’ own websites.

Inspired by the ‘discourse-historical approach’ (Wodak, 
2001, p. 63), we performed critical discourse analysis on all 
the above material to analyze how the youth were discur-
sively leveraged in drug discourses by various socio-political 
actors involved at the time. The gathered data sources were 
analyzed based on how the texts discursively represented 

(e.g. characterized, labelled, positioned, etc.) the youth and 
drugs vis-à-vis one another. Taking cues from Wodak (2001,  
p. 64–65) as well as our own positionalities as Filipino drug 
policy scholars, we evaluated the texts using the following 
questions: how are the youth named and referred to in the 
texts? What traits, characteristics, qualities, and features are 
attributed to them? How do specific persons or social groups 
define the youth vis-à-vis drugs? How do they justify such 
representations of the youth? The last two analytical ques-
tions not only facilitate the ‘socio-diagnostic critique’ of the 
discourse-historical approach (Wodak, 2001, p. 65) but also 
support the mapping of the drug policy constellations—par-
ticularly, the socio-political actors and moral discourses and 
panics—active within and across the three identified periods. 
This allowed us to position the drug discourses surrounding 
the youth within the political and ideological contexts and 
agendas.

Critical discourse analysis of anti-drug campaigns in the 
Philippines elucidate two primary themes. First, the youth are 
discursively framed as particularly vulnerable to drugs, thus 
warranting State and multisectoral action. Second, the youth 
are positioned as drug users, dependents, and addicts who 
need discipline and surveillance. In the succeeding sections, 
we provide an overview of how young people were discur-
sively constructed by the government and various sectors in 
three distinct periods:

Findings

Ferdinand Marcos Sr.’s early dictatorship (1972–1975)

In January 24, 1972, then-president Ferdinand Marcos Sr. 
delivered the following lines in his State of the Nation Address 
(Marcos, 1972a):

The drug menace, by all indications, is spreading particularly 
among the young. This year, we must launch a special campaign 
and create funds to eradicate this new menace.

Five days later, the Catholic Bishops Conference of the 
Philippines (CBCP) released a ‘Statement On Drug Abuse’ 
(Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines, 1972), echo-
ing the sentiments of the late dictator:

We are deeply grieved to note the rapid spread among our youth 
of the use of narcotics…Our youths often get ‘hooked’ because of 
curiosity, that is, they experiment on drugs with friends. Some are 
offered initially a ‘responde’ (free fix). Thus, it seems that the fore-
most reason for our youths getting into difficulty with drugs is 
ignorance. And their ignorance comes from the fact that they 
refuse to believe their parents and elders. (pars. 1, 12)

That those two statements from arguably the two most 
powerful institutions at the time—the Church and the State—
were released near-simultaneously was no coincidence. 
Instead, it suggests the emergence of a ‘moral panic’ at the 
time with the youth at its heart. For the Church, the goal of 
such moralization may simply be to reiterate concerns over a 
‘general moral decline that affects the youth, the poor, and 
the family’ (Cornelio & Lasco, 2020, p. 335) and reflect a ‘reac-
tionary preoccupation with matters of national concern’’ (Ibid., 
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p. 336). Regardless, however, it contributed in justifying the 
Marcos Dictatorship’s punitive drug regime. Indeed, months 
after the CBCP’s letter, the Philippine government passed the 
‘Dangerous Drugs Act of 1972,’ which mandated the estab-
lishment of the Dangerous Drugs Board as well as the inte-
gration of ‘[i]nstruction on the adverse effects of dangerous 
drugs including their legal, social and economic implications’ 
in all schools, and prescribed stiffer penalties for drug-related 
crimes ‘if the victim of the offense is a minor’ (Republic Act 
6425 1972).

On one end, the inclusion of educational measures in the 
country’s foremost drug policy at the time reflect the zeit-
geist at the time. As Maria Clara L. Campos (1975), professor 
emeritus of law at the University of the Philippines Diliman, 
argues, ‘the problem [of drug abuse is] made all the more 
serious by the fact that the ill effects of drug abuse have 
principally hit the most promising of our resources, the youth’ 
(p. 555). As such, the Dangerous Drugs Act also included 
legal provisions to convene the ‘Interagency Committee on 
Drug Abuse Prevention Education in order to integrate the 
study, preparation and review of drug abuse and prevention 
programs’ (Campos, 1975, p. 564). Other sectors of Philippine 
society, such as the academe and mental health institutes, 
would likewise echo the concerns raised by the Marcos 
administration surrounding drug use among the youth (see 
Lasco & Yu, 2023).

However, leveraging Filipino children and youth to rational-
ize policy agendas was also part and parcel of the Marcos 
Dictatorship’s political discourses. Two years after the passage 
of the Dangerous Drugs Act, Marcos Sr. would again reify the 
vulnerability of Filipino children and youth to drugs; as part of 
Presidential Decree No. 603, or The Child and Youth Welfare 
Code (1974), parents were expected to ‘take special care to pre-
vent the child from becoming addicted to intoxicating drinks, 
narcotic drugs, smoking, gambling, and other vices or harmful 
practices.’ Similarly, the youth’s vulnerability, albeit this time to 
the Communist Party and their growing presence in the coun-
try, would be wagered to rationalize Martial Law, of which 
Marcos Sr. is most infamous for (see Proclamation No. 1081, 
1972). In the country’s First National Conference on Children 
and Youth, the Marcos Sr. (1972b) reifies this by saying that:

[W]hen I proclaimed martial law I was thinking of the young. Why 
the young? Those who belong to my generation should know the 
reason…We fought against the leftist, the rightist, the bigoted; we 
fought so many battles that it was my feeling that the young, our 
children, my children and the children of those who knew the last 
war and the fighting against the communists in the 1950’s should 
never fight those battles all over again. (par. 5)

In the same address, Marcos Sr. (1972b) goes on to speak 
about drugs among the youth and the role of Filipino parents:

When we speak of drug addiction and we speak of the waywardness 
of the young, we have an inclination and a tendency to point to them 
and say, they belong to this drug-addicted generation. Perhaps, we 
should look inward and into our ourselves and ask ourselves how far 
have we as parents fallen on our job. (pars. 24–25)

By speaking to the experience of Filipino parents and posi-
tion themself not only as a fellow parent but as ‘some kind 
of a father to everybody’ by virtue of their role as President 

(Marcos, 1972b, par. 16), Marcos Sr. conflates drug use and 
communism as parallel societal issues plaguing Filipino youth. 
In doing so, drug trafficking and abuse were treated in the 
same way that suspected communist insurgency was treated 
during Martial Law—with the death penalty (see Lasco & Yu, 
2023). Indeed, the administration’s entire drug campaign 
would be characterized by the death of Lim Seng, the 
Chinese-Filipino drug lord, whose execution by firing squad 
in January 1973 was highly publicized and even televised. In 
announcing the execution, Marcos once again invoked chil-
dren as rationale for the act (Marcos, 1973, p. 78):

In view, therefore, of the fact that countless lives wither in the 
vine of early youth because of the manipulation of drug manufac-
turers, procurers and pushers, who victimize even innocent chil-
dren…I hereby pronounce the death sentence by musketry on 
Lim Seng, alias Gan Suo So, manufacturer of heroin, who must 
account for the ruination of so many innocent lives, including chil-
dren of very tender age. Let this serve as warning to all!

Young people were the clear raison d’être for Marcos’ 
anti-drug campaign as a group that requires protection. For 
Marcos (1972b), the youth ‘are not just resources serving the 
needs of nation building, but…the very ends of nation build-
ing’ itself (par. 8). By framing drug use as antithetical not only 
to the promotion of the health and well-being of young 
Filipinos but of the task of nation-building (Lasco & Yu, 2023), 
Marcos Sr. discursively conflates Filipino youth to Philippine 
society. The Catholic Church would echo such discourses by 
framing drug use not only as the ‘destruction of the youth’ 
but that of society at-large as well (see Cornelio & Lasco, 
2020, p. 333).

Taking these points together, in positioning themselves as 
‘a father to everybody’ (Marcos, 1972b, par. 16) and as guard-
ians of the Church of God ‘assigned by the Holy Spirit’ 
(Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines, 1972, par. 1), 
both Marcos Sr. and the Catholic Church leverage their ‘insti-
tutional powers’ (see Stevens, 2024, p. 21)—in their capacities 
as president and church bishops—to not only draw attention 
to drugs but to also problematize it as a threat to the nation 
(i.e. socio-political issue). In doing so, these discourses initi-
ated and populated by Marcos Sr. and the Catholic Church 
would legitimize the use of militaristic and punitive 
approaches to drug use (i.e. death penalty) as a means to 
save the youth from drugs.

In later years, the implementation of the death penalty 
would be halted in lieu of rehabilitation for ‘minors, 
first-offenders, and experimental users’ (Rodriguez, 1985a, p. 
17). For instance, the Drug Abuse Research (DARE) 
Foundation introduced the therapeutic community model to 
the Philippines in the 1970s through a Bahay Pag-Asa (House 
of Hope) (Perfas, 2017). Compared to the ‘penal and medical 
methods’ to drugs (Bulletin Today, 1981), a therapeutic com-
munity is a ‘drug-free in-patient facility…that simulates a 
micro-society that allows individuals to manage their symp-
toms while developing healthier and adaptive coping mech-
anisms to deal with the outside world’ (Ramos, 2019, p. 28). 
Eventually, the country would institutionalize and continues 
to implement the therapeutic community approach through-
out the criminal justice system in the Philippines 
(Perfas, 2017).
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Nevertheless, the death penalty would be seen by many 
as ‘the epitome of uncompromising drug law enforcement’ 
(Rodriguez, 1985b, p. 1; 18). Although the death penalty 
would briefly cease to be implemented again after the late 
dictator’s ousting in 1986, it would be reinstated in 1992 
when Fidel V. Ramos, then president and the former head of 
the Philippine Constabulary under the Marcos dictatorship, 
would classify drug trafficking as a heinous crime deserving 
of the death penalty (Tan, 1995). Part and parcel of this was 
the emerging discourses towards the later years of the Marcos 
dictatorship which began to reinforce the close association of 
drug use and criminal behavior. As then Associate Justice 
Onfore A. Villaluz problematized (Rodriguez, 1981):

These erring young citizens were propelled by drugs. [T]o some of 
them, kidnapping, raping, torturing, and finally killing their victims 
was sheer pleasure, to some robbing, stealing, and cheating was 
the only quick and easy way to procure money to buy more 
drugs, thereby perpetuating the vicious cycle. (p. 13)

As such, the Marcos dictatorship’s punitive drug regime 
would not only figure into popular discourses around drugs—
the story of Lim Seng, for instance, would be translated into 
the award-winning Filipino film Kill the Pushers (Buenaventura, 
1973)—but also, as the succeeding sections will illustrate, 
serve as the precedence for the country’s punitive approach 
to drugs.

Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo’s anti-drug campaigns  
(2001–2010)

Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo ascended to the presidency in 
January 2001 following the ouster and ‘constructive resigna-
tion’ of her predecessor over allegations of corruption 
(Labrador 2002); her term was tumultuous and marred by 
questions of legitimacy that would persist throughout her 
term, especially in the first few years. Alongside the political 
threat posed by her predecessor, her presidency was marred 
by armed insurgency, high-profile kidnappings, and corrup-
tion scandals (Thompson, 2007).

In the same year, the panic over drugs would be renewed 
as different sectors drew attention to the changing trends in 
drug use in the Philippines. Early into the Macapagal-Arroyo 
administration, then Secretary for Education, Culture, and 
Sports Raul Roco would report that ‘1.5 million Filipino youth 
[had] succumbed to drug abuse’ (Morido, 2001, p. 18). In their 
regional study on drug use among Asian youth, social scien-
tists Porio and Crisol (2004) would shed light on how the 
Philippines had evolved from being a transshipment point of 
drugs in Asia to the world in the 1980s to a manufacturer 
and regular user of drugs, particularly crystal methamphet-
amine, in the late 1990s, resulting in the ballooning of Filipino 
drug users to 3.4 million. Former senator and founding chair-
man of the Citizen’s Drug Watch Foundation Ernesto F. Herrera 
would encapsulate the problematization of the changing 
drug scene at the time in saying that (Manila Times, 2001):

These nefarious elements of our society are turning to children to 
boost their illegal activities. The children, particularly in the slums, 
are used by drug traders because they can easily evade authori-
ties, can weave through the maze of inner-city streets and 

shanties, and most important of all, are protected by laws on 
minor offenders. (p. 1)

In response, Macapagal-Arroyo supported efforts by law-
makers to have a law with harsher punishments for drug 
offenses, signing that same law—what would become 
Republic Act 9165, or the Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs 
Act—in the middle of 2002. In her second State of the Nation 
Address, (Macapagal-Arroyo 2004) references this by stating 
that the ‘drug menace now elevated to the level of a national 
security problem.’ Tellingly, the preamble of the law framed it 
as an effort to protect young people:

It is the policy of the State to safeguard the integrity of its terri-
tory and the well-being of its citizenry particularly the youth, from 
the harmful effects of dangerous drugs on their physical and 
mental well-being, and to defend the same against acts or omis-
sions detrimental to their development and preservation. In view 
of the foregoing, the State needs to enhance further the efficacy 
of the law against dangerous drugs, it being one of today’s more 
serious social ills. (Section 2 of RA 9165)

The revitalized drug policy would stipulate the establish-
ment of the Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA), the 
primary office tasked with implementing the country’s drug 
campaigns, and the Barangay Anti-Drug Abuse Councils—the 
local liaison between policymaking and local law enforce-
ment institutions (Porio & Crisol, 2004). As in the time of 
Marcos Sr., the youth figured prominently in Macapagal-Arroyo’s 
campaign. Discursively, Macapagal-Arroyo’s very announce-
ment of a new ‘anti-drugs drive’ was justified in terms of 
young people, stating that ‘the future of the nation is at stake 
in this campaign’ (Javellana & Cojuangco, 2003). Days later, in 
a dramatic launch of her campaign, Macapagal-Arroyo gath-
ered 15,000 children, aged 6–12, in Luneta Grandstand in 
Manila, calling on the youngsters ‘to join the fight [against] 
anti-illegal drugs’ (Javellana, 2003).

At the programmatic level, Macapagal-Arroyo’s anti-drug 
campaigns would underscore not only the vulnerability of the 
youth to drug abuse but also their participation in the 
addressing the country’s drug problem. On one hand, the 
amended law would mandate for ‘students in secondary and 
tertiary schools…[to] undergo a random drug testing’ (Article 
III, Section 36 of Republic Act 9165, 2002). However, the focus 
would be on ‘guidance and counseling together with the 
treatment and rehabilitation of any student found to have 
used or to be dependent on dangerous drugs’ (Dangerous 
Drugs Board, 2003, p. 2). On the other hand, the administra-
tion’s flagship program—Barkada Kontra Droga (Peers Against 
Drugs)—would recognize the peer group as a salient influ-
ence for drug use among adolescents (Laben, 2004). That is, 
the program was ‘designed as a preventive education and 
information program [for] the individual to be the catalyst 
within his peer groups in advocating healthy and drug-free 
lifestyles thru involvement in various wholesome activities’ 
(Dangerous Drugs Board, 2007, pp. 1–2). To complement 
Barkada Kontra Droga, the Macapagal-Arroyo administration 
also launched Batang Iwas Droga (Children Against Drugs) or 
youth clubs where children would learn about the ‘dangers of 
drug abuse…[and] serve as role models and spokespersons 
of the youth’s anti-drug campaign’ (Dacanay, 2003). Then, in 
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November 2003, the Macapagal-Arroyo administration 
launched its national anti-illegal drugs campaign called 
Himagsik which focused more on arresting illegal drug syndi-
cates through inter-agency cooperation and community, 
including youth, participation (Mananghaya, 2003).

Taking these initiatives together, Macapagal-Arroyo’s 
anti-drug campaign would deviate from the punitive approach 
taken by their predecessors—a distinction that would be fur-
ther solidified after Macapagal-Arroyo passed into law the 
abolition of the death penalty in the Philippines (see Republic 
Act 9346 2016). Some supported the paradigm shift in the 
anti-drug campaign. For instance, former senator and 
co-author of Republic Act 9165 Tessie Aquino-Oreta ‘laud[ed] 
the President for placing the drug menace in the right per-
spective by earlier elevating this concern as a threat to 
national security’ (Manila Bulletin, 2003). Nevertheless, many 
were critical of the rationale behind the president’s stance. 
For instance, the late senator Aquilino Pimentel Jr. believed 
that the president was attempting to ‘woo the support of the 
Catholic Church if she could not stop the extra-judicial kill-
ings of leftist activists, journalists and other persons’ during 
their administration (Senate of the Philippines, 2006). 
Furthermore, human rights lawyer and University of the 
Philippines Professor of Law Theodore Te believed that ‘the 
abolition of the capital punishment was…a mere reflection of 
her character as a ‘trapo’ (traditional politician)’ (GMA News 
Online, 2006b).

Instead, believing that ‘the death penalty is not the end-all 
to heinous crime’ (GMA News Online, 2006a), Macapagal-Arroyo 
drew attention to the socioeconomic factors and contexts 
underpinning drug use. In their address to the Philippine 
National Police Anti-Illegal Drugs Special Operations Task 
Force’s first anniversary, the president posited that ‘[t]he root 
causes of illegal drugs are well known—poverty and corrup-
tion—corruption both public and private—as well as other 
socio-economic dislocations and dysfunctions that rend social 
cohesion and family life’ (Macapagal-Arroyo, 2004, par. 10). 
Macapagal-Arroyo (2004), then, goes on to speak about the 
youth, particularly urban poor youth, and their vulnerability 
to drugs:

When I was vice president of the Philippines, I couldn’t help but 
symphatize [sic] and feel so sorry for the little streetchildren [sic] 
who were all sniffing the rugby. And I asked them why are you 
doing that, because they said, one peso worth of rugby can kill 
the hunger the one peso or more or ten pesos worth of, or 
twenty pesos worth of a sandwich can do which they cannot 
afford. (par. 12)

Here, Macapagal-Arroyo reflects the changing trends of 
local drug use around the turn of the century; if, in the 
Marcos dictatorship, drug use had primarily been concen-
trated among rich Filipino families (Tan, 1995), the statistics in 
the early 2000s showed that the drug problem was among 
urban poor communities (Porio & Crisol, 2004). To illustrate, 
inhaling rugby—an industrial glue composed of Toluene (i.e. 
methylbenzene or phenylmethane)—is widely practiced 
among urban poor Filipino children because of its affordabil-
ity and its mind-numbing effects that allow children to over-
come their hunger (de la Torre et  al., 2009). As with Marcos’ 
dictatorship, Macapagal-Arroyo not only leverages and reifies 

the vulnerability of Filipino youth in the political discourses 
surrounding drugs but also enfolds drug use into societal 
issues—this time, poverty and corruption—by drawing atten-
tion to the socioeconomic underpinnings of drug use. In 
doing so, they justify their non-violent approach to the drug 
problem without compromising the moral character of their 
Church-backed administration.

However, part and parcel of the socioeconomic framing of 
drug use among Filipino youth also positioned the youth as 
active participants in the drug trade—a stance held by legisla-
tors and academics alike. Indeed, a study conducted by the 
International Labor Organization’s International Programme on 
the Elimination of Child Labor (ILO-IPEC) in Cebu (Lepiten, 
2002) identified money ‘as children’s main motivation for 
engaging in the drug trade’ (p. xii). In a national conference on 
children and drugs, then ILO-OPEC Chairman Werner Konrad 
Blenk reified this financial motivation by linking drug use to 
child labor; according to Blenk, ‘drug use is often the 
stepping-stone to children’s greater involvement in selling, dis-
tribution and production of drugs’ (Luci, 2004, p. 3). Nevertheless, 
this framing of the youth as actively engaged in the drug trade 
would not dominate drug discourses until much later—as the 
succeeding section will illustrate. Instead, much of the debate 
would surround the administration’s stark shift in anti-drug 
campaigns (i.e. from penal to supply and demand reduction).

Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo’s campaign would end up in what 
she herself admitted as a failure. However, her anti-drug 
stance would persist through her decade-long administration, 
enabled by Republic Act 9165. The drug testing, for instance, 
would be controversially implemented despite opposition 
from educators and human rights groups (see Lasco, 2023). 
And while some of these provisions will be emphasized more 
than others, the law—still at force today—would set the 
stage for Duterte’s drug war.

Rodrigo duterte’s war on drugs (2016–2022)

Rodrigo Duterte won the Philippine presidency in 2016, with 
an anti-drugs campaign forming a big part of his anti-crime 
platform. Indeed, it was the promise of a punitive and violent 
war on drugs that garnered support from Filipinos from 
across socioeconomic strata as this was supposedly stark in 
contrast from the anti-drug—or at least, anti-crime—policies 
and programs of previous administrations (see Bello, 2017). 
Launched as soon as he took office, Duterte’s drug war—
dubbed Oplan Tokhang—led to the killings of thousands of 
individuals mostly in urban areas, mobilizing the entire state 
apparatus in a bid to realize a drug-free Philippines. Like 
Marcos and Macapagal-Arroyo before him, Duterte framed his 
anti-drug campaign as an act of saving the youth. For 
instance, in one controversial speech early in his presidency 
in which he likened himself to Hitler in his willingness to kill 
‘3 million drug addicts,’ the predicate was ‘to finish the prob-
lem of my country and save the next generation from perdi-
tion’ (Associated Press, 2016).

Three years later, even after all the killings came to light, 
he continued to pursue the same justification (Romero, 2019):

It is a big problem. I’m trying to save the next generation. I’m not 
saying I’m the savior but I’m the president now. If I fail to control 
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drugs by the time the graduating college students become fathers 
or mothers, they would have a problem.

I’ve been telling you, do not destroy my country. And if you 
destroy the youth of this land, you will have effectively destroyed 
the nation.

Ironically, many children would be the most prominent 
victims of the drug war, including 17-year-old Kian delos 
Santos, who would become the ‘face to the yet-to-be- 
determined number of innocents who could have fallen to 
the Duterte government’s ongoing war on drugs’ (Bartolome, 
2018). Soon after the murder of delos Santos, the media 
would draw attention to two more drug war-related murders 
targeting the youth from the same community. First, 19-year-
old Carlo Angelo Arnaiz went missing for 10 days, only to be 
found dead in Caloocan City’s morgue later (Viray, 2017). The 
next day, 14-year-old Reynaldo de Guzman, would be found 
lifeless in creek not too far from their school with their body 
bound in plastic and tape (Regencia, 2017).

Their deaths, especially Kian’s, would incite massive public 
outrage and an outburst of public support. For instance, 
Kian’s funeral procession was attended by thousands of sup-
porters, including human rights groups (Dancel, 2017). In a 
pastoral letter written in response to the killings, the Catholic 
Church would invoke the youth not in terms of the bad influ-
ence of drugs, but of the immorality of the drug war itself:

We are appalled by the remorselessness by which even the young 
are executed. The relentless and bloody campaign against drugs 
that shows no sign of abating impels us your bishops to declare: 
In the name of God, stop the killings!…For the sake of the chil-
dren and the poor, stop their systematic murders and spreading 
reign of terror! In memory of those killed, let us start the healing 
of our bleeding nation. (Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the 
Philippines, 2017, par. 5–8)

Here, the Church frames the youth as helpless and inno-
cent victims not just to drugs but to administration’s war on 
drugs—a sentiment shared even by State actors involved in 
the war on drugs. ‘He is just a kid,’ said then chief of the 
Philippine National Police and incumbent Senator Ronald 
dela Rosa in response to murder of delos Santos (Al Jazeera, 
2017b). Conversely, other political actors were quick to down-
play, if not justify, the murder of Kian delos Santos. Former 
Secretary of Justice Vitaliano Aguirre II, for instance, claimed 
that the murder was ‘blown out of proportion by the media’ 
and that ‘any war would have collateral damage’ (Buan, 2017). 
Meanwhile, the accused police officers argued in their 
counter-affidavit that:

If only Kian Loyd delos Santos did not involve himself in the ille-
gal drug activities, then he would not be involved in any ‘Oplan 
Galugad’ and he does need to open fire at our patrolling police 
officers…the truth of the matter is that Kian Loyd Delos Santos is 
indeed a drug courier. (Torres-Tupas, 2017)

By framing Kian delos Santos not only as a drug courier 
but also as someone who fought back against law enforce-
ment, the actors involved in the Duterte administration’s war 
on drugs reify notions of the youth as in need of punish-
ment. Part and parcel of this is the ‘nanlaban’ (fought back) 
trope, which Gacoscosim and Noriega (2020) argues ‘has been 

present in the police spot reports to justify shooting the sus-
pect in legitimate operations.’ That is, in the case of Kian 
delos Santos—as well as thousands of others killed in 
Duterte’s war on drugs, the extrajudicial killings are not only 
justified by the youth’s suspected engagement in the illegal 
drug trade but also in their supposed resistance against the 
state. As former presidential spokesperson Harry Roque clari-
fied on the anniversary of delos Santos’ murder, ‘[Duterte] will 
support the police if the killing is legal’ (Lopez, 2018).

These extra-judicial killings would be actively opposed by 
human rights groups, opposition legislators, and international 
organizations alike. For instance, after the death of Kian delos 
Santos, representative of the United Nations International 
Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) to the Philippines Lotta 
Sylwander articulated their concerns ‘about the impact of the 
war on drugs on Filipino children’ (UNICEF, 2017). Opposition 
senator Risa Hontiveros advocated for a shift ‘from punish-
ment to treatment…[as] we cannot kill our way out of the 
drug problem’ (Avedaño CO, 2017). Rosemarie Trajano, 
secretary-general of the Philippine Association of Human 
Rights Advocates, likewise denounced the killings, ‘reminding 
everyone that human beings have human rights’ (Imperial & 
Tapao, 2017).

Although Duterte would temporarily halt the participation 
of the police in the war on drugs to assuage public outcry 
against the death of Kian delos Santos, they would continue 
their war on drugs, leveraging it to silence those who 
opposed it (Human Rights Watch, 2018). Most notably, then 
opposition senator and former chairperson of the Commission 
on Human Rights Leila De Lima would not only be removed 
from their post as chair of the Senate Committee on Justice 
and Human Rights for investigating Duterte’s war on drugs 
since its implementation (Human Rights Watch, 2016) but 
would also be arrested mere months later under allegations 
of drug trafficking (Al Jazeera, 2017a). Indeed, it would only 
be in June 2024—two years after Duterte’s presidency 
ended—that De Lima would be cleared of all their drug 
charges (Laqui, 2024).

Meanwhile, beyond the killings, children were impacted by 
anti-drug policies in ways that mirror Macapagal-Arroyo’s 
presidency. Random drug testing, for instance, was imple-
mented en masse in schools nationwide, with detrimental 
effects on students (see Lasco, 2023). There were also legisla-
tive efforts to lower the age of criminality responsibility from 
15 to 12, which would have placed young people at an even 
greater risk. The proposed legislation was intended to ‘protect 
our children from being used by ruthless and unscrupulous 
criminal syndicates’ (Ellis-Petersen, 2019). Although propo-
nents of the bill, such as former congressman Salvador 
Leachon, believed that the legislation would ‘help the chil-
dren to be integrated back to the community’ through reha-
bilitation (Cepeda, 2019), opposed legislators, such as 
congressman Carlos Zarate, believed that the bill would only 
further oppress poor Filipino children ‘by branding them as 
criminals and limiting their options while growing up’ 
(Ellis-Petersen, 2019).

On one hand, the Duterte administration’s drug war would 
see a return to the militaristic approach undertaken by the 
Marcos Sr. dictatorship on the drug issue. However, unlike 
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Marcos Sr. and Macapagal-Arroyo, Duterte’s anti-drug dis-
courses would also see Filipino youth discursively framed as 
drug pushers, couriers, and traffickers—agents of the illegal 
drug trade—rather than victims or even recreational users as 
past discourses have constructed. If, as in the case of Kian 
delos Santos, the youth are indeed innocent, then their 
non-compliance with state forces implementing the war on 
drugs (i.e. the police) justifies their death. Taken together, the 
drug policy discourses during Duterte’s administration not 
only positioned Filipino youth as victims of the drug menace 
but also as potential criminals in the eyes of the law—as evi-
denced by the push for the lowering of the age of criminality 
and the intensification of school-based drug testing, conse-
quently legitimizing the administration’s violent war on drugs.

Discussion

In using the discourse-historical approach to analyze the 
position of Filipino youth in drug discourses within and across 
three Philippine presidencies, this article foregrounds the 
drug policy constellations underlying such discourses and 
offers both a conceptual and expanded policy map of 
anti-drug policies and campaigns in the country (see Gacayan, 
2020 and Lasco & Yu, 2023). As Table 1 shows, the youth 
were consistently discursively framed as one and the same as 
the nation across the three administrations. Such discourses 

were enacted not only by the presidents but by the Catholic 
Church—another salient figure in the country’s moral politics 
(Cornelio & Lasco, 2020). Although the problematization of 
drugs and drug use would oscillate between being a threat 
to national security and a manifestation of social ills (i.e. pov-
erty and corruption), the discursive positioning of the youth 
as the nation would sustain drug policy narratives around the 
youth as ignorant, vulnerable, and victims to drugs (Marcos), 
drug pushers (Macapagal-Arroyo), or the war on drugs 
(Duterte).

Nevertheless, the youth and their agency would gradually 
be problematized. When the youth was framed as vulnerable 
to drugs (Marcos), drug policies and discourses focused their 
attention on protecting the youth, valorizing less punitive 
approaches to drug use among minors (i.e. rehabilitation). 
However, when the youth would later be positioned as 
engaged in the drug trade whether out of financial need 
(Macapagal-Arroyo) or individual criminality (Duterte), the 
drug policies began to target them as agents of the drug 
trade through school-based testing, peer education, as well 
as policy attempts to lower the age of criminality.

Across our case studies, the discourses exclude the varied 
lived experiences of drug use among young people, espe-
cially those who are ‘well-adjusted, responsible and outgoing 
adolescent or young adult who uses drugs recreationally, very 
deliberately and very strategically’ (Duff, 2003, p. 435). 

Table 1.  Drug policy constellations on youth and drugs in the Philippines.

Marcos Sr. Dictatorship (1971-1975)
Macapagal-Arroyo Administration 

(2001-2010) Duterte Presidency (2016-2022)

Framing of the youth •	 The youth as the end of 
nation-building

•	 The youth as future leaders and 
useful citizens of society

•	 The youth as the future of the 
nation

•	 Street children as victims of poverty 
and corruption

•	 The youth as the nation

Political actors •	 Ferdinand Marcos Sr.
•	 Catholic Church
•	 International non-government 

organizations (DARE Foundation)

•	 Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo
•	 Legislators and policymakers 

(Senate)
•	 Academics
•	 International non-government 

organizations (ILO-IPEC)
•	 Catholic Church

•	 Rodrigo Duterte
•	 Police
•	 Legislators and policymakers 

(Senate)
•	 Human rights groups
•	 Catholic Church
•	 International non-government 

organizations (UNICEF)
Drug policy narratives •	 Youth as ignorant, vulnerable, and 

a victim to drugs
•	 Drugs as a social menace—a 

threat to the nation

•	 Youth as vulnerable to exploitation 
by drug pushers/traffickers

•	 Youth as part of the solution
•	 Youth as engaged in drug trade 

(couriers)
•	 Drugs as a threat to national 

security
•	 Drug use as a result of poverty and 

corruption

•	 Youth as vulnerable (in need of 
saving)

•	 Youth as vulnerable and victims 
not only to drugs but to the war 
on drugs

•	 Youth as drug couriers
•	 Youth as nanlaban (fought back)

Key anti-drug policies 
prioritized/enacted/
implemented

•	 Dangerous Drugs Act of 1972 
(Republic Act 9165)

•	 Death penalty
•	 Therapeutic community

•	 Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs 
Act of 2002 (Republic Act 9165)

•	 Batang Iwas Droga (Children 
Against Drugs) Project

•	 Himagsik Project
•	 Barkada Kontra Droga (Peers 

Against Drugs)
•	 School-based drug testing
•	 Abolition of the death penalty 

(Republic Act 9346)

•	 Oplan Tokhang (war on drugs)
•	 School-based testing
•	 Lowering the age of criminality

Salient socio-political contexts •	 The rising presence of the 
Community Party of the 
Philippines

•	 Martial Law (1972-1986)

•	 Ousting of former president Joseph 
Estrada through People Power 
Revolution II (2001)

•	 Allegations of election fraud (2004)
•	 Coup d’etat plots and attempts 

(2006-2007)

•	 Rising crime left unaddressed by 
previous administrations

•	 War on drugs and the related 
extra-judicial killings as contentious 
social policy
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Furthermore, such notions of drug use overlook experiences 
that deviate from—and even resist against—the dominant 
pathological and criminal constructions of drug use among 
the youth. In ethnographies of drug use among young 
Filipino men, Lasco (2014, 2018a, 2018b) characterizes drug 
use among this sector as ‘pampagilas’ (performance 
enhancer)—a survival tactic (diskarte) given their dismal living 
and working conditions as contractual manual laborers and 
sex workers (see also Gutierrez, 2023; Urada et  al., 2014). Such 
accounts notwithstanding, young people who use drugs 
remain discursively marginalized.

In many ways, the Philippine experience resonates with 
the rest of the world. Describing hegemonic discourses on 
drugs as ‘regimes of truth,’ Moore (2010, p. 494) noted how 
they ‘obscure the variety, complexity, and strategic nature of 
drinking and drug-using practices, ignore the perspectives 
offered by the young adults involved in these practices, and 
prematurely close off alternative ways of thinking about, and 
responding, to alcohol and other drug use.’ Despite these sim-
ilarities, however, the alignment of moralization and the use 
of drugs as a populist trope is particular to the Philippines in 
the ways in which it is associated with the constitution of 
young people as ‘illiberal subjects’ (see Corva, 2008), and is 
demonstrably linked to policies that target, or disproportion-
ately affect, them. Indeed, even as the ambivalence in the 
ways in which young people are treated in drug policy 
reflects and reinforces their societal construction as passive 
victims to be treated with surveillance and control (see Lasco, 
2023), the periods we surveyed show increasing criminaliza-
tion and policing directed towards young people, culminating 
in Duterte’s drug war (see Holden, 2023; Raffle, 2024).

As Dollar (2019) argues, drug policies and the moral panics 
underpinning them are informed by the way society makes 
sense of ‘the social group that is associated with the drug’s 
production, sales and use’ (p. 306). By leveraging the youth in 
their discursive construction of the drug problem as a func-
tion of if not parallel to larger socio-political crisis (e.g. insur-
gency, rise of communism, poverty, corruption, unaddressed 
crime), each administration legitimizes their punitive approach 
to their anti-drug campaigns. Salient political actors reify this 
legitimacy by discursively drawing attention to their political 
and social powers (see Stevens, 2024). For instance, Marcos Sr. 
and Duterte positioned themselves differently but leveraged 
the same forms of powers; in public addresses, Marcos Sr. 
framed themselves as both president (institutional and coer-
cive power) and a parent (affective power) to justify their 
anti-drug campaigns. Duterte, on the other hand, drew on 
affective power by positioning themselves as both a father to 
the masses (i.e. Tatay Digong) and an unorthodox political 
actor compared to their more ‘elitist’ predecessors (see Bello, 
2017), consequently legitimizing the state’s militaristic war on 
drugs (coercive power).

Part and parcel of the socio-political and historical construc-
tion of drug regimes (see Lasco & Yu, 2023) are the war meta-
phors deployed in anti-drug discourses across the three periods 
we presented. The deployment of such metaphors, Flusberg 
et  al. (2018) argues, not only ‘triggers a sense of threat, fear, 
and panic’ (p.3) among the public but also ‘call aggressive 
treatment approaches to mind as the way to fight the enemy’ 

(p. 8). As such, while Marcos Sr. and Duterte leveraged the 
death penalty and police brutality to address drug-addicted 
insurgents and criminals, respectively, Macapagal-Arroyo, who 
framed the youth as victims of socioeconomic issues instead of 
criminals per se, relied on other forms of control and surveil-
lance in their anti-drug campaign (e.g. mandatory school-based 
drug testing). Here, it could be argued that Macapagal-Arroyo 
drew on their expertise in economics (epistemic power) rather 
than their institutional or affective powers—as president—
given the contentious nature of their ascension to the presi-
dency in 2001 and their reelection in 2004.

Such divergences in the anti-drug policies of the Philippines 
illustrate ‘how drug policies are the outcomes of specific con-
junctures of political, socio-economic and cultural factors that 
are spatially and temporally specific’ (Stevenes, 2011, p. 402). 
During the Marcos dictatorship, it would be the suspicions of 
rising communist insurgency and the subsequent proclama-
tion of Martial Law in the 1970s that would legitimize the 
death penalty as the consequence of drug abuse and push-
ing (Lasco & Yu, 2023). Similarly, claims of widespread crime 
left unaddressed by previous administrations would serve not 
only as Duterte’s platform for the presidency but the justifica-
tion for their punitive war on drugs (Bello, 2017). 
Macapagal-Arroyo, in contrast, veered away from these penal 
and punitive approaches. Instead, they adopted the 
socio-economic lens—one echoed by scholars and interna-
tional funders as well (Lepiten, 2002; Porio & Crisol, 2004). 
This allowed Macapagal-Arroyo to gain public favor—albeit 
limited—amid controversies of election fraud during their 
reelection as president (Pabico, 2007) and the subsequent 
rumors and attempts of coups (Al Jazeera, 2006).

Beyond the well-documented impacts of such drug poli-
cies on children and young people (see Martinez et  al., 2019), 
such a biopolitical stance holds back alternative drug para-
digms—including harm reduction—that not only acknowl-
edges but positively frames young people’s agency (see 
Farrugia, 2014; Krug et  al., 2015). Although the youth were 
framed as pivotal contributors to the anti-drugs campaign 
during the Macapagal-Arroyo administration, this position 
would not be sustained in later policy discourses. Furthermore, 
the youth’s perspectives and lived experiences hardly sur-
faced into the actual discussions. Instead, they were discur-
sively framed as an abstract but familiar persona understood 
from the point of view of their parents, teachers, peers, poli-
cymakers, law enforcement, and program implementers. On 
one end, further interrogating and challenging the ways in 
which young people figure in ‘moral politics’ (Kusaka, 2017) 
can pave the way for meaningful youth engagement in drug 
policies and programs - and may yet serve as an impetus for 
drug policy reform. On the other end, the politics of drug use 
narratives among the youth, particularly the role of the media 
as a political institution, must likewise be further analyzed as 
it can shape the ways the youth discursively figure into drug 
policies (Ben-Yehuda, 1990; Stevens, 2024). Moreover, given 
that the Philippines,’ especially Duterte’s, war on drugs have 
largely been a war on the poor (Ramos, 2020), future aca-
demic and policy work must intentionally attend to the inter-
sectionality of drug policies and discourses, particularly the 
ways that wars on drugs—or even biomedical and public 
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health approaches to substances licit and illicit—can further 
engender risk environments (see Collins et  al., 2019) and 
exacerbate the stigmatization of already marginalized sectors, 
including ethnic and gender minorities (Dollar, 2019; Kulesza 
et  al., 2016).

Conclusion

In analyzing three episodes in contemporary Philippine his-
tory where anti-drug campaigns figured largely into 
socio-political discourses, we demonstrate how the youth are 
discursively framed in anti-drug discourses as both passive 
victims (i.e. vulnerable to drugs) and agentic beings (e.g. 
active participants in the illegal drug trade). By enfolding 
drug use into larger socio-political crises, such as insurgency 
and poverty, the punitive approaches of anti-drug campaigns 
are moralized and, thus, legitimized—even when deployed 
against the youth themselves.

A punitive drug regime continues in the Philippines, albeit 
this time under the helm of President Ferdinand ‘Bongbong’ 
Marcos Jr. and Vice President Sara Duterte—the children of 
two key political figures in the Philippines’ anti-drug cam-
paigns (Valenzuela, 2024). It should be expected, as our his-
torical case studies illustrate, that the youth will continue to 
figure in their anti-drug discourses, being, as with all drug 
polices, ‘deeply rooted in affective sentiment and emotion’ 
(Stevens 2024, p. 163). Notwithstanding such parallelisms, 
however, the ways in which the youth will be gestured at, 
enfolded into, and deployed in such discourses will depend 
on how drugs and the people who use them will figure into 
the moral politics of present and future administrations. 
Nevertheless, if this historicization offers any insight, it is that 
there is a need to underscore young people’s agency—not as 
a function of the drug problem but as the key towards drug 
policy reform.
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