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U.S. News Coverage of President Rodrigo Duterte 

Since 2016, the U.S. media has been filled with coverage of president Donald Trump 

because of the controversy over his beliefs and policies as well as his hatred towards the media. 

In that year, like the States, the Philippines has elected a figure that also raise a lot of arguments 

because of the policies he planned to get in place. With a complex relationship with the 

Philippines, the U.S. media is quick to cover any events that are considered “newsworthy,” 

including details related to their president. 

Rodrigo Duterte is the 16th president of the Philippines who assumed office in June 30th, 

2016. Before taking office, he was the mayor of Davao City whose political views and character 

were not widely accepted or well-liked. Like president Trump before his presidential term, 

Duterte has made several comments as the mayor that were deemed inappropriate. One of the 

instance occurred during his presidential campaign in April, 2016, where he made some 

inappropriate comments on Jacqueline Hamill’s gang-rape. Hamill was an Australian missionary 

who was raped and kill during the 1989 Davao hostage crisis. Duterte’s comment was recorded 

and translated by a Filipino news website, Rappler, as below: 

“I looked at her face, son of a bitch. She looks like a beautiful American actress. Son of a 

bitch, what a waste. What came to mind was, they raped her, they lined up. I was angry because 

she was raped, that’s one thing. But she was so beautiful, they mayor should have been first. 

What a waste.” 

This comment was reported on by the Independent and then worldwide (Andrew). 

After Duterte’s inauguration, he started on something that raised the most controversy 

internationally: the anti-drug campaign, or the Philippine Drug War. He said the Philippines was 

becoming a “narco-state,” and pledged that he would kill suspected criminals and drugs addicts. 
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He even said he would order police to adopt a shoot-to-kill policy in order to take care of the 

drugs problems quickly. Only less than a month later, the Philippine National Police announced 

that they had killed 30 alleged drug dealers since Duterte was sworn in, and that number 

continued to rise (Mogato).  

In response to Duterte’s policy on drugs, the U.S. news media reported on the 

consequences of the issue. Three of the most powerful articles were photo-essays written by 

mainstream news media on the casualty of the drug war, with the focus on the victims and their 

families. 

Back in 2016, the TIME magazine and The New York Times have both covered it as 

photoessays as well. The headline from TIME reads “In Manila, death comes by night,” whereas 

that of The New York Times uses the people’s voice: “‘They Are Slaughtering Us Like 

Animals.’” In both of these feature articles, the contributors included several graphic photos of 

the victims – whether they be lying on the ground after getting shot or inside a coffin while their 

families mourn over them. The two articles also shine a light on the crowding issues in the 

Philippines’ prisons where drugs addict and dealer suspects were put in. In class, we talked about 

how one can identify the way a news story is frame, as “framing stems from a process of 

selection, emphasis, exclusion, and elaboration by the news organization” (Diaz). They both 

framed the war on drugs by selecting and emphasizing on the loss of families and lives through 

not only the descriptive language, but also vivid pictures of those who were killed. 

Both articles included the voice of the victims. The reporter asked the niece of a victim in 

the article by The New York Times to translate some words on a cardboard, or the voice of the 

victim’s wife saying “between pained cries,” that her husband was innocent (Berehulak). For the 
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TIME, Nachtwey included the voice of Duterte’s “fiercest critic” at the time, Senator Leila de 

Lima, a former Secretary of Justice: “Will I stop fighting? Over my dead body.” 

Two years later, The Guardian continued this series of photoessays with their own on the 

continuous war against the War on Drug. Its headline reveals the audience of its focal point, that 

it is on: “The people left behind by Philippines’ brutal war on drugs – photoessay.” Not only 

does that line summarize what is going to be in the article, but it also reveals the nature of the 

“war on drugs” to the audience by calling it “brutal” (Summers). Summers’ article was the most 

recent one, as it was published only a few months ago in 2018, looking back at the drug war as a 

continuous problem. Because it has been years after the start of the anti-narcotic war, the photos 

included more of people fighting against the drugs law and people fighting back during raids 

(Summers). The focus was no longer the drug war’s victims and their families, but on the people 

who were suffering with other issues, like hunger and poverty. The images showed Duterte’s 

billboard on limiting drugs use and trafficking along with images of the people who need 

solutions on hunger and poverty, not drugs (Summers). 

Although the recent article was written differently from the two in 2016, one may still 

notice the framing pattern of all of the stories. Not only did they all select the topic of Duterte’s 

drug war and negative consequences – on the Filipino people’s suffering, and emphasize it, but 

they also exclude the president’s voice that may give a positive insight into the situations. 

Perhaps there was not any, but the quotes that the articles did choose to use only enhance the 

inhuman aspect of Duterte. For example, TIME magazine includes that “Duterte admitted to 

personally killing a few [people] himself while he was mayor,” as well as his statement a month 

before he was elected: “All of you who are into drugs, you sons of bitches, I will really kill you” 

(Nachtwey). The New York Time quoted Duterte’s speech, saying that he wanted to “slaughter 
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them all,” and that the Filipino people “can expect 20,000 or 30,000 more” (Berehulak). This 

article even mentioned the U.S. president-elect Donald Trump at the time, endorsing the war on 

drugs, as it quoted Duterte: “He said that, well, we are doing it as a sovereign nation, the right 

way” (Berehulak). On April 11, 2017, The New York Times won a Pulitzer Price for breaking 

news photography on this article (CNN Philippines). 

The framing method in these three articles reveal what the writers and contributors felt 

were the most important for the American audience to know: that the Filipino people were 

suffering under president Duterte’s policy on drugs. What all of the articles failed to mention was 

the data itself and how much drugs use and trafficking has reduced since Duterte took office. 

Although this policy is paying a great price of human’s lives, it is achieving what the president 

intended for it to do. The articles also failed to acknowledge that the Drug War was majorly 

supported in the Philippines even a year after it happened. A survey conducted by Pew Research 

Center between February and May of 2017 said that 86% of the Filipino population had 

“favorable view of president Duterte,” 78% approved of Duterte’s “handling of illegal drugs,” 

and 62% believed that their “government was making progress in campaign against illegal 

drugs” (Poushter 4). By excluding the information mentioned above, these news organizations 

have made their minds that those data were not important. As discussed in class, “those sources 

who set storytellers’ agendas are the most important framers of all,” which in this case, the use of 

the victims’ and the critic’s voices set the frame of the story, showing only the victims’ side and 

no others (Diaz). 

In a more recent news, the arrest of Senator Antonio Trillanes on September 25th, 2018, 

was an event that got the most coverage from the U.S. news this year, besides the supertyphoon 

Mangkhut in early September. Antonio Trillanes IV is a Senator of the Philippines who was one 
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of the fiercest critics of president Rodrigo Duterte. Trillanes is known for his leadership in the 

2003 Oakwood mutiny and as the first senator to be elected while in jail (“About”). He was 

facing coup d’état charges in connection with the 2003 munity but was able to sign an amnesty 

to avoid this arrest. Early this fall, president Duterte was eyeing a way to arrest the senator and 

eventually revoked the amnesty, which led to the event in September. Trillanes used the Senate 

building as sanctuary and stayed there for weeks to avoid the military, until Duterte revoked that 

right as well (Elemia). As both Trillanes and Duterte were waiting for the Regional Trial Court 

in Makati that would take place in October, the U.S. news media covered the event in September 

as Duterte’s victory in bringing darkness to the country. 

On the day of Antonio Trillanes’ arrest, several news reporters were surrounding the 

Senate building to report on him walking out as this event was an important turning point after 

the weeks-long battle between the president and the senator. Like the feature stories on Duterte’s 

drug war, mainstream news media in the U.S. framed this event with a negative light on the 

president and a focus on the victims––Trillanes and other opponents of the president. The main 

articles that will be discussed in this paper include those from CNN, The New York Times, TIME, 

Fox News, The Guardian, TIME, alongside with Al Jazeera and the Philippines’ news station 

ABS-CBN News. 

The audience may find the story on Trillanes’ arrest all on the combination of headlines 

from these articles, as each news station prioritizes certain aspects of the events. There are some 

patterns in which each mainstream news media chose to write their headlines. For example, CNN 

and TIME both brought up the fact that the battle between Duterte and Trillanes in regards of the 

amnesty’s revocation had been going on for weeks, as McKirdy mentioned the arrest happened 

“after weeks holed up in Senate” for CNN, and Hincks added the “weeks-long standoff” for 
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TIME. However, the U.S. news coverage in The New York Times and Fox News inserted the fact 

that Trillanes was a critic of Duterte, like Al Jazeera: Times’ correspondent Felipe Villamor 

added that he “defied Duterte,” Fox’s writer Jim Gomez identified him as “president’s fiercest 

critic,” and Al Jazeera called him “senator critical of Duterte.” The decision to include certain 

identifiers for the senator makes sense because the media want to let the general audience know 

who Trillanes is or mostly/recently known as. The Philippines’ news station ABS-CBN, on the 

other hand, only wrote: “Court orders Trillanes’ arrest;” this decision is due to the fact that the 

people in the Philippines must have been following the events following up to his arrest as it is 

relevant to them. There is no need to identify Trillanes in that case. However, for the U.S. 

coverage, the identifier was important to guide the audience’s understanding of the situation, but 

it could also give out some other details. The identifier could also partly explain or imply the 

reason why he was arrested. In this case, the audience who are not familiar with the situation 

may think that Duterte was arrested because he was a fierce critic of the president, and that he 

had been the victim who was hiding from an evil force. 

Above all, the headline that appeared leaning against one side the most is the one from 

The Guardian, as it writes: “Duterte critic arrested as ‘darkness and evil’ prevail in Philippines.” 

This headline clearly took the side of Trillanes by using his voice saying that the future of the 

Philippines was filled with “darkness and evil” to form their headline, which should include the 

most important information first (Associated Press). Different from other articles’ headlines, The 

Guardian’s almost straightforwardly implies that the senator’s arrest marks the turning point for 

the Philippines in a negative way. Therefore, just by wording the most important line of a news 

story a certain way by placing a focus and adding some identifiers could show the audience 

where the reporters/editors’ side were on. Though most of the times, the headlines would sound 
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neutral because they only include the information they thought were the most important, they 

still have their own biases as humans are the ones structuring these sentences. Who is to say 

which information is most important in an event when one group of people wants to know one 

side of the story, and another wants to know the other side. 

Just like the feature photoessays mentioned above, the U.S. news coverage of Trillanes’ 

arrest framed the story so as to emphasize the victims’ point of view and feelings, in this case, 

the senator and other critics against the president. The main factors that made up this framing in 

the articles are the structure of the article and sourcing. As I was reading the articles, I was able 

to outline all of them and saw a pattern in the way all the stories from the U.S. news were 

written, including Al Jazeera but not including the Philippines’ ABS-CBN. However, when 

reading more closely, some articles had a remarkable resemblance to one another in the wording 

and the structures. CNN, TIME, and The New York Times had a similar structure of the story but 

Fox News and The Guardian wrote their stories almost like they had read each other’s drafts 

before publishing. 

The lead and nut graph from CNN summarizes the senator’s reason for arrest, while 

TIME said “Trillanes handed himself over to authorities” after being holed up in the Senate 

building for three weeks. Both of these articles included Trillanes’ voice, as one quoted him 

saying that the arrest was “unjust” and the other quoted him saying that democracy has lost in the 

country and the arrest was “pure harassment by Mr. Duterte against his political criticism” 

(McKirdy, Hincks). The New York Times took a different way to write the beginning, but the 

report still mirrors that of CNN and TIME as it not only paints Antonio Trillanes as an actor in 

the story, but also implies that he was wrongly accused, even though the news was supposed to 

stay neutral. Trillanes was identified in the nut graph as the “most prominent critics of Mr. 
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Duterte’s antidrug crackdown,” and the consequences of the war on drug was mentioned in the 

phrase: “thousands of dealers, users and, rights advocates say, innocent people dead” (Villamor). 

In this case, Villamor also took advantage of Trillanes’ introduction to describe the brutality of 

Duterte’s drug war and paint the senator as the person in the right because the senator was 

against a policy that left “innocent people dead.” 

The Guardian and Fox News, on the other hand, had a very similar structure. Since the 

Associated Press contributed to both of them, it makes sense that the wording and outline of the 

story are similar to one another. However, Jim Gomez contributed to Fox’s version of the story 

and there was a slight change. The uncanny similarities lie towards the beginning and at the last 

paragraphs of both articles. In both news sources, after the nut graph followed by “Duterte has 

been highly sensitive to criticism,” as the article continued to elaborate on the context of the 

battle between the senator and the president (Associated Press, Gomez). Then, both articles 

continued to provide the information on why Duterte voiced Trillanes’ amnesty in August and 

the court’s order (Associated Press, Gomez). At the end, though worded differently, both articles 

included what else Duterte had accused Trillanes of, not forgetting to mention that the president 

had failed to offer evidence (Associated Press, Gomez). 

This way of framing the story has made these news story fit into the “propaganda model” 

that Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky discussed in their book Manufacturing Consent. 

Specifically, these articles had framed the story so that there is a common enemy––Rodrigo 

Duterte, his policies, and all those who support him. In the chapter on “A Propaganda Model,” 

Herman and Chomsky mentioned the last filter that made mainstream media propaganda as 

“anticommunism as a control mechanism” (29). In the case of the news reporting on Trillanes’ 

arrest, president Duterte represents the “communism” mentioned in Herman and Chomsky’s 
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work, and the “anticommunism” in Trillanes becomes the control mechanism. Like 

“communism” during the Cold War era, president Duterte is painted as “the ultimate evil” that 

has always “been the specter haunting” and threatening the common people (Herman 29). 

Trillanes and critics who defy president Duterte create a “control mechanism” that reaches 

“through the system to exercise a profound influence on the mass media;” and as the result, all of 

the news articles mentioned above have “framed in terms of a dichotomized world” of one side 

of power or the other: Duterte verses Trillanes (Herman 30). 

Even Al Jazeera framed the story almost in the same order, except the ratio of Trillanes’ 

voice and feelings verses Duterte’s were almost 50/50, as they included the voice of the 

presidential spokesperson Harry Roque like the Philippines’ ABS-CBN did. However, the order 

of the sources was in reverse. Like other U.S. news sources, Al Jazeera put Trillanes’ quote first: 

“Democracy died today,” followed by Roque urging the senator to respect the decision of the 

judiciary: “Let us stop the drama by press conference and allow the legal process to take its 

course” (“Philippine”). By the same token, the news site from the Philippines included Rogue’s 

statement above, but only paraphrased Trillanes calling this a dark time for the nation (Elemia). 

Unlike those two news reports, none of the U.S. coverage included direct quote or 

statement from the president’s side of the story. Moreover, the first quotes from all of them were 

from Trillanes. The quotes were either saying that the nation has lost its democracy or that 

“darkness and evil have prevailed in the country” (Associated Press). All of the articles were 

heavy with Trillanes’ feelings against the arrest and the president, including the senator calling 

out the president’s “baseless lies” (McKirdy). The articles also included other critics, saying that 

the arrest has brought a “chilling effect” to that community (McKirdy, Villamor). Although they 

all mentioned the first senator arrest of Leila de Lima, only TIME truly used her voice as a 
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source. Lima compared herself to Trillanes in the way that they both stood up against the 

president and both got punished harshly by the government; she said the president was “jailing 

[them] as common criminals” (Hincks). By using this source along with the quotes from 

Trillanes and other critics, the TIME’s version of the story has leaned heavily on the side of the 

senator. 

Herman and Chomsky also mentioned sourcing mass-media news as the third filter in 

their book, saying that these news media rely heavily on a specific group of official sources, 

which are more efficient at times but also limiting in how a story could go (18). As U.S news 

articles mentioned above gave heavy weight to official sources like Trillanes and other critics, it 

does not necessarily keep the “objective dispensers of the news” that is mentioned in the reading 

(Herman 19). It cannot be objective when the sources chosen in these articles are from officials 

only and from one side of the story and a few summarized points of the other side. 

In ABS-CBN News, the reporter gave Harry Roque his voice first for the president’s side 

and only summarized some of the things Trillanes said when walking out of the Senate. This 

makes sense because according to Reporter Without Border, the freedom index of the Philippines 

is at 133 out of 145 and president Duterte had called the reporters and editors of ABS-CBN News 

as “sons of whore journalists” (“Philippines,” Reporters Without Borders). This year, the 

authorities had revoked the license of Rappler, and three journalists has been killed 

(“Philippines, Reporters Without Borders). Thus, although the differences between how ABS-

CBN reported the news and how the U.S. reported on the same event may make one feels like 

they are reading two different events that had a lot of correlations, it is only different because of 

contextual objectivity. Each side of the world, the U.S. and the Philippines in this case, has their 

own bias and hiding a certain “truth,” but “bias is a matter of perception” (El-Nawawy 1). As 
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Mohammed el-Nawawy discussed in exploring whose “truth” is being reported, most media 

networks “aim to cover the news objectively,” they still end up “coloring it with a certain context 

or perspective that suits audience concerns” (1). 

In the case of Trillanes’ arrest reporting, Duterte’s drug war is endorsed by president 

Trump, who is also the enemy of the news media in the U.S.; thus, Duterte’s character is painted 

like that of Donald Trump. The news media hopes to bring justice to the truth in the Philippines 

by carrying the voice of the victims and the victims only to the U.S. In other places, like Al 

Jazeera and ABS-CBN, the focus is on what happened on both sides of the coins, no matter how 

brutal Duterte’s actions may seem. This is either because they are under the pressure of the 

administration, or they truly believe the people already know whose side they are on, and there is 

no need to enhance the victims’ situations. Contextual objectivity here is the umbrella factor that 

make up of the way each new station chooses to report on the event their way, and it guided the 

U.S. news media to paint Trillanes as a victim, a Philippines that is desperate for justice, and 

Duterte as the common enemy. 
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