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WHAT WE TALK ABOUT
WHEN WE TALK ABOUT THE
“WAR oN Drugs”™

A Multimedia Exhibit

Curated and Designed by Karl Castro

Presented by the Ateneo School of Government and Arete
25 June-26 August, 2018

George SK Ty Learning Innovation Wing, Arete

Ateneo de Manila University

“What We Talk About When We Talk About the “War on Drugs’”
is a companion exhibit launched during the presentation of three
research papers on anti-drug campaigns in the Philippines. The
papers are data-driven examinations of the Duterte administration’s
campaign against illegal drugs. I was asked by the Ateneo School
of Government and the Arete to present the research data in a more
compelling way, to emphasize the human toll.

For this multimedia exhibit, I used: initial data from the database
being built by the Ateneo Policy Center, culled from media reports;
images from photojournalists who have covered the campaign,
namely: Ezra Acayan, Jes Aznar, Kimberly dela Cruz, Vincent Go,
Raffy Lerma, Eloisa Lopez, Bro. Jun Santiago and Basilio Sepe; and
films by the School of Slow Media and the Psychological Association
of the Philippines.

*All photos courtesy of Karl Castro.
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DESIGNING THE EXHIBIT

Keywords: I wanted the exhibit to be an experiential display—
informative, interactive, layered and multidimensional. I had three
keywords in mind while designing the exhibit. Engaging: the exhibit
must be able to stir and renew interest on a topic which has had
extensive media coverage and discourse. Humanizing: the exhibit
must be able to transform cold data into a compassionate human
portrait. Site-specific: the exhibit must be flexible enough to be
remounted in various kinds of spaces without losing its character
and integrity.
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Title: Why the title? We throw around the phrase “war on
drugs” to refer to the violent government campaign; even media
and government officials use the phrase commonly. However, it
is a misleading phrase, and the researchers of the Ateneo Policy
Center have taken great care to avoid its usage. I wanted to highlight
this conceptual nuance in the title. To describe Oplan Tokhang as
a “war” is to assume two opposing sides. This so-called “war on
drugs” is not a war because there is no opposing side. The abuse
of drugs is a social illness that is linked not just to escapism and
personal leisure, but to existing social structures of wealth, power,
and control of goods. Drug users and addicts are not the enemy, they
are also victims of this system that manipulates both the gravity
of the crisis and the desire to escape from it. As the data shows, an
overwhelming majority of victims of the anti-drug assassinations
are poor. Where are the drug lords, where are the big fish? They
swim free, perhaps even pretending to be the strongest voices
against drugs.

Timeline/Memorial: One of the key elements of the exhibit is
a floor installation composed of burned candles. At first glance,
it appears to be a spontaneous gathering of candles, a poignant
memorial to the dead. I use the idea of aggregation or the clustering
of objects (in this case, candles) to approximate human presence in
the space, in lieu of actual bodies or photographs of individuals. This
approach was inspired by the displays at the Auschwitz Museum,
where plundered objects such as eyeglasses, shoes, and human hair
were grouped together to visualize the enormity of the number
of victims.
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Upon closer inspection, the installation is actually an infograph.
This memorial charts the frequency of killings per week, from May
2016 to September 2017. The candles represent individuals whose
lives were snuffed out. Each candle represents a case, each row is a
segment of time. The timeline combines the reverence of a memorial
and the informative quality of a chart. It brings data into a three-
dimensional realm, where one can actually start to imagine what
5,021 people looks like. It is both tally and memorial.

Photo Displays: The unique displays are inspired by photo
evidence markers used in documenting crime scenes. The sandwich-
board structure allows for portability and flexibility in space layout.
One side contains a photo. The reverse side contains a statistic related
to the image. Approaching the exhibit from one side, one sees only
photographs. From the opposite angle, one sees only statistics. Each
photograph is accompanied by a word. Each word heading pertains
to an age, occupation, gender, or other descriptors that flesh out the
range of the anti-drug campaign’s victims. The reverse side displays
pertinent data related to the heading. Both the photographic displays
and the floor installation have a low perspective, the experience of
looking reminiscent of crime scenes and gravesites. Viewers are
compelled to look downward, as if in mourning, or to look closer,
as in a more proactive inspection.
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Color Palette: The basic color scheme of black and white makes
the presentation very plain. Accent colors are red (a nod to blood
and Duterte’s campaign color) and the color/texture of cardboard,
referring to the material so prominently used in the first months of
the killings.

Typography: I use the Roboto typeface, designed by Christian
Robertson for Google. This ubiquitous typeface is the contemporary
counterpart of Helvetica. It is commonly found on Google and
Android platforms, giving it a certain contemporaneity unique to
our era. Its generic character makes it perfect for communicating
objectivity and sobriety.
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Videos: Filmic response is a cultural response. Culture is
something we engage every day. By engage I mean every day we,
knowingly or not, reinforce it. That also means every day we have
the chance to change it. The videos in this exhibit show us there
is hope for drug users. They are not the enemy. They need to feel
supported and welcome in society. It is the family and community’s
duty to provide them with emotional, moral, and financial support.
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Just as it is the government’s duty to enable communities to
rehabilitate themselves.

Beyond the exhibit, we also curated a selection of films and
films-in-progress tackling the subject of Oplan Tokhang, screened
on July 15, 2018 at the Ben Chan ArtSuite, Arts Wing, Areté. Overall,
the filmic responses gathered were as varied in form and approach
to how they treat the body, the spirit, our ways of living, and the
ways of dying. Nonetheless, there is a unity of recognition that there
are things in our society that are difficult to see, believe, and tolerate.
In that afternoon’s sharing of stories in various stages of completion,
we saw how we take pointers from each other, and also, strength.
Culture has roots, and has implications, and I hope everyone at the
program was able to see their own individual complacencies in
replicating culture, but also our collective power to reject certain
cultures and build alternatives that are more humane, and, on
various levels, less violent.

On Documentation: As evidenced by this whole endeavor,
from the research papers to the exhibit, to the films, documentation
is important. We need to record these stories, for the value of
seeing our collective voices form a larger portrait of our society
is immeasurable. Documentation of this kind is often a soul-
crushing experience, based on the experiences of the photographers,
filmmakers, and researchers. While we document, we also process.
This harrowing experience is something each of us choose to do as
a matter of duty, and the same goes for us as an audience. We all
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need to absorb, to analyze, to see and understand. Documentation
and processing are key to taking the next steps in moving forward.

Karl Castro
Concerned Artists of the Philippines
karlcastro.com

99



	What We Talk About When We Talk About the “War on Drugs”
	Recommended Citation

	What We Talk About When We Talk About the “War on Drugs”
	Cover Page Footnote

	What We Talk About When We Talk About the “War on Drugs”

