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HUMANIZING THE INHUMAN:
PHOTOGRAPHING DEATH IN

DUurtEeRTE’s DRUG VAR

Vicente Rafael
Brunei Gallery Lecture Theatre, SOAS University of London
May 16, 2018

Rodrigo Duterte’s murderous drug war has left thousands dead
in the Philippines. It has also produced innumerable photographs
of victims readily transmitted to the world stage. These graphic
images of dehumanized bodies sprawled and bloodied on the
streets are transformed into digital artifacts and circulated in the
global capitalist media economy. The continuing consumption by a
worldwide audience has commodified these images, leaving them in
a cycle of repetition and exchange and producing ambiguous effects
to the viewers who gaze upon them. In his lecture “Humanizing the
Inhuman: Photographing Death in Duterte’s Drug War” at SOAS
University of London on May 16, 2018, Vicente Rafael investigates
the meanings and effects of these photos through the eyes (and lens)
of the photographers who have captured them.

In his lecture, Rafael details the experiences of a group of
photographers called the “Nightcrawlers” as they go on nightly
sorties taking photos of the drug war. He analyzes the dehumanizing
effects of these powerful photos to the human subjects who have
taken them. He details the shock felt by these photographers at
the moment they take these pictures, as well as the physical and
psychological trauma that happens after. They recall the feeling
of numbness, of being dumbfounded as they recount the event
over and over when they remember the dead whose last moments
they had digitally recorded. Rafael explains how these snapshots
capture the moment of terror and transmit it as digital artifacts
that somehow suspend the victim’s demise from this world as the
photographers apprehend the brutality of the event in front of them.

As Rafael delves into the lives of the photographers while they
observe the nightly brutality of the drug war, he explains how taking
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photos becomes an act of witnessing. It turns into performative
practice that helps alleviate the sense of trauma and aids in the act
of mourning. It becomes a way for the photographers to regain their
humanity amidst the dehumanization that surrounds them.

Rafael explains that the objects borne out of being witnesses—
the pictures themselves—convey a multiplicity of meanings and
serve a multitude of purposes. To the state, they serve as a stern
warning of the state’s power to appropriate violence and lawlessness
in order to protect itself and its citizens. To the victims, they are a
stark reminder of the brutal moment of death and suffering. To the
wider public, they can serve as a reminder of the brutality of the
drug war and the prevalence of extrajudicial killings, or they can
also symbolize the government’s effectiveness in dealing with the
drug problem as well as the state’s capacity to seek vengeance and
punish those who are “outside the state.”

But Rafael’s main focus lies in the photographers’ personal
struggles as they grapple with the realities the photos represent. He
recounts how these photojournalists build a sense of camaraderie
when they share each other’s experiences like soldiers sharing war
stories, forming a lasting bond among them. They all remember
witnessing the surreal moment of death and apprehending the
event itself, when life slowly dissipates from the victim’s body. They
recall the split second when life leaves the faces of the victims and
how they try to arrest this moment of negation, giving the dead a
presence in the world as they slowly depart from it.

Rafael also tells the stories of the photographers” shared bonds
with the victim’s families. As they cope with the trauma, the
photographers develop strong connections with the families of the
victims when they visit their wakes and introduce themselves as
the owners of the photos. Their shared experiences of suffering and
loss bring them closer together and allow a sense of comfort amidst
the tragedy of the killings.

The ambiguous character of these pictures poses many
contradictions, and this is clearly illustrated in Rafael’s lecture.
Owing to the subjectivity of the photographers, the pictures
become objects of appearance, not of reality. Though they are
often treated as objects that capture the events themselves by the
wider public, they are no more than representations of the event.
They constitute a rendering of reality recaptured and composed
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by the photographer’s eye and subjected to the photographer’s
interpretation of the terrifying reality in front of them. These
photos are therefore aestheticized by the photographer’s exposition
of form. They do not convey the reality of the event but instead
signify the act of apprehending and understanding an event by the
photographing subject.

In the global market of pictures, however, these photos have
become commodities. They are replicated and interchangeable
objects that are assigned value through their commodification. As
the photographers grapple with their own experiences, their photos
are transmitted to the global market, resulting in the emergence of
a multitude of meanings from varying subjective gazes.

These contradictions pose a challenge to the photojournalistic
work of the “Nightcrawlers,” and Rafael’s masterful insights bring
to the fore some pressing questions that accompany their body of
work. Does the reproduction of these pictures in the global market
aid in normalizing the killings or does it inspire more sympathy
from the wider international community? Does it incite fear or does
it provoke resistance? These are questions that only grow more
pressing as the drug war continues.

Indeed, as these images continue to circulate, they reinforce
the state’s capacity to exercise violence over its citizens. The
photographs project the state’s power to negate and dehumanize
citizens, to exclude them from law as Giorgio Agamben would say,
not to be killed or sacrificed but to be held up as mirror images
of the Sovereign’s power. But these photos also offer channels of
resistance as they are transmitted worldwide. As Rafael reveals,
they become objects of exchange in the capitalist economy as well
as the moral economy of the wider public space. As they continue
to be transmitted for consumption by a mass audience, they bear
with them the brutality of the drug war and the humanity of the
victims, as well as the inhumanity they represent. They also carry
with them the contradictions and ambiguities that surround their
meaning and purpose.
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