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From Acadie to Arab Spring: Reflections  
on America’s Place in the World

Thank you very much. And thank you for the very lovely introduction. 

It is always a bit unnerving when you’re in front of a live audience, because 
when you’re a radio or television broadcaster you’re always broadcasting 
to the ether. You’re never quite sure how many people are out there. And I 
have to say sometimes, standing in front of a camera in some remote place 
on some rooftop, I think ‘I hope nobody’s watching’; which is of course 
statistically impossible! 

But I am really honoured and touched that all of you are here tonight to 
take part in this event. And it is a great honour for me to speak tonight 
at the great British Library, because I am not British. And it’s also a great 
honour for me to give the Annual Douglas Bryant Lecture for the Eccles 
Centre for American Studies, because I’m not American.

So, what am I?

And that is a question that has kept coming up for all the years that I have 
been working for the BBC. And in Britain, the conversation usually goes 
something like this, and some of you may be familiar with it:

‘Where are you originally from?’

And I reply, ‘Well, I’m not originally from anywhere. I am Canadian.’

And then I add, ‘I’m Acadian.’

Acadian?

I realise they’ve never heard of this before.

‘The people expelled by the British in 1755?’



Never heard of that either.

‘Acadie in eastern Canada?’

Uhmm.

‘Louisiana in the United States? Cajun cooking? Cajun music?’

‘Oh Cajun!’ they exclaim.

And I realise once again that my Acadian identity translates into 
something to do with spicy food on the Bayou and lively fiddling music!

Then there are all those letters, and now emails, to the BBC: ‘Where does 
Lyse Doucet’s accent come from?’ And there is still the occasional one 
which asks: ‘Can’t you find people with proper British accents to broadcast 
on the BBC anymore?’ So, every few years I have to appear on those BBC 
programmes which deal with audience questions to explain how I grew up 
on the east coast of Canada, a place which has a long history of Irish and 
Scottish immigration, which sort of explains why for some my accent is a 
little bit Irish.

But, over the years of doing this I have to say I have become just a little 
bit nationalistic. So the last time I did this I explained that my people, 
the Acadians, were expelled from what is now the east coast of Canada 
in 1755 by the British because they refused to sign an oath of loyalty to 
the Crown. Britain’s suspicion was that the Acadians were collaborating 
with the indigenous Miqmaq tribes and with the French. The Acadians 
protested they had always been neutral and independent, minding their 
own business and tending their own crops as the British and French 
empires fought over the wealth and wares of this territory. But the British 
didn’t believe the Acadians and they did not trust them.  

In the expulsion that followed, thousands perished and a whole way of 
life was destroyed. Thousands too were scattered – most of them to the 
thirteen colonies to the south, but some also to what was then the French 
colony of Louisiana – and they later became part of the United States of 
America.
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And so, just partly in jest, I explain to radio listeners that working for the 
BBC was, for me, my Acadian revenge. We didn’t get our lands back, but 
I got a job. And I received letters from Acadians around the world saying, 
‘Vivent l’Acadie!’ Long live Acadie! ‘Bravo Madam Doucet!’ Someone even 
wrote that I was like the Celine Dion of Acadie. Sacre bleu!

Tonight, ladies and gentlemen, I am not giving an academic lecture: I’m 
not an historian. Nor I am going to prescribe a role for America in the 
world: I’m not a politician and I’m not a diplomat. I’m a journalist. And as 
I used to tell my young nieces many years ago – one of whom, Lily, is now 
nineteen and is here tonight – the job of a journalist is to tell stories. 

And so tonight, at this great British place of learning, a Canadian who 
works for the BBC has a story to share. And the threads of this tale are 
woven from one history that in some places is largely forgotten and another 
that sadly is still being lived today. It is also a story about America’s place 
in the world, and how it helps others to write their own stories and to make 
their own history.

My account begins with the Acadians in 1755. In his book A Great and 
Noble Scheme, the great American historian John Mack Faragher writes 
that the Acadian expulsion was ‘the first state sponsored ethnic cleansing in 
North America.’ Ethnic cleansing: the removal, often forcible, of a people 
because of their ethnic or religious character to another territory. In this 
case, the Acadians, who were French speaking and Catholic and were 
regarded as an enemy.

But as always with history, it’s a contested story. Was this really Britain’s 
first ethnic cleansing? Or was it, as other historians maintain, ‘a cruel 
necessity’ in the wars with the French? Was the Crown really to blame? 
The order, after all, came from the acting governor of Nova Scotia, the 
Englishman Charles Laurence, and it was largely carried out by soldiers 
from the south: Englishmen in New England. Was this, the historian 
Faragher asks, a part of America’s founding history? 

Tonight, I leave that judgement to historians.

But as someone who works for a great global institution like the BBC, 
often in places which are former British or French colonies, you can’t help 
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but appreciate the power and the force of history. About how it’s not just 
something in the past, but something that has a powerful life in the present 
and that shapes the future. It’s a state of mind and it’s a constant reference. 

In the Middle East, in South and West Asia, and in large parts of Africa, 
the history of British colonialism is lived as if it happened only yesterday: 
the Mandate period in Palestine; the brutal Afghan wars. When people 
think about today, they hearken back to yesterday, even though this 
yesterday may have been centuries ago. But when people think about 
tomorrow and about their future, in almost all of the places in which I 
work without exception, they think about America too. Because despite the 
rise of the Asian giants, despite the fact that we live in a world where there 
is not just one superpower or even two superpowers anymore, the United 
States is often still front and centre. And if it’s not, people ask where is it? 
Why isn’t it there? 

In March, when President Barack Obama made his first trip to Israel as 
President at the start of his second term in office, the refrain that was 
endlessly repeated, was: ‘Welcome Mr President. What took you so long?’ 
And in Afghanistan, where more than a hundred thousand US troops – the 
largest NATO army by far – have been fighting for more than a decade, the 
most sensitive political and security issue is how many American troops 
will stay after all the others, including the British, are gone. Probably quite 
a few; in the thousands.

In places where I spend a lot of my time, America is often seen as both part 
of the problem and part of the solution. Many peoples around the world 
want America to help change their story – to provide aid and sometimes 
arms and ammunition, to provide moral and political support – to help 
change their narrative and to help change the realities on the ground. And 
this has a resonance to an Acadian, even one that is as assimilated as me. 

Nearly two centuries ago, an American literally did write the story 
of Acadie. Or to be exact he wrote a poem: ‘Evangeline’, by Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow, widely described as the most popular American 
poet of the nineteenth century. The Canadian author James Laxer writes 
in his book The Acadians: In Search of a Homeland, that Longfellow first 
heard the Acadian story one evening in Cambridge, Massachusetts, when 
his friend, another esteemed writer, Nathaniel Hawthorne, was present. 
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Longfellow is said to have urged Hawthorne, ‘Please don’t write a novel on 
the Acadians until I finish my poem’; which he did in 1847.

Now America in the mid-nineteenth century is often described as a place 
with a powerful longing for a narrative which captured the imagination and 
the spirit of a people in this vast new land. There was a demand for these epic 
tales of American history, and Longfellow found his epic tale in the Acadian 
story. In what the Acadians called ‘le grand derangement’ – the great 
upheaval – Longfellow found a tragic love story: Evangeline and Gabriel,  
two young Acadians growing up in peaceful and prosperous Acadie.

Let me read a bit for you:

This is the forest primeval; but where are the hearts that beneath it

Leaped like the roe, when he hears in the woodland the voice of the 
huntsman?

Where is the thatched-roofed village, the home of Acadian farmers

Men whose lives glided on like rivers that water the woodlands

Darkened by shadows of earth, but reflecting an image of heaven? 

Heaven; an Eden. Or at least it was until the blessed day when Evangeline 
and Gabriel were to marry, when suddenly the heaven became a living hell. 
As friends and family gathered at a simple wooden church in Grand-Pré, 
the blissful peal of the wedding bells was drowned out by the ominous 
beat of the soldier’s drum. The local British commander posted the order 
for deportation, and days later, as their homes and fields were torched, 
Acadians were put out to sea in boats barely strong enough to sustain their 
punishing journey. Some escaped by hiding; many others perished at sea by 
drowning or disease; and those who survived were scattered.

And so Longfellow writes: 

Scattered were they, like flakes of snow, when from the northeast,

Strikes aslant through the fogs that darken the Banks of Newfoundland.
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Friendless, homeless, hopeless, they wandered from city to city 

From the cold lakes of the North to sultry Southern savannas

Evangeline and Gabriel were torn apart in the chaos and confusion. 
Evangeline’s journey takes her through the lands of America and down 
the Mississippi: a journey of exile, aching loss and a desperate search for 
her beloved Gabriel. And as the years pass, devoted Evangeline can love 
no other. She becomes a Sister of Charity, dedicating her life to serving the 
sick and the poor, until one day, in the midst of a smallpox epidemic in the 
city of Philadelphia, she finds among the suffering her beloved Gabriel. But 
it is too late, and he dies in her arms.

Evangeline and Gabriel.

Is it a true story? 

Probably not; they probably did not exist. 

But what is true is that Acadians, searching for a narrative, adopted it 
as their own. Because theirs is a story of too many lovers and friends 
separated, and families shattered. Of those who survived the expulsion, 
some of them, years later, were given permission to return to their lands in 
eastern Canada. But they were still a people ripped from their livelihoods, 
ripped from their communities and from their sense of self.

And then suddenly, a century after their expulsion, an epic poem by an 
American who had never set foot in Acadie rescued their identity as a 
people. It spoke to their deeply felt love and loss. Translated into French, 
‘Evangeline’ was read and read: it was placed in the curriculum of Acadian 
schools; taken up by local Church leaders; performed year in, year out, 
in Acadian theatres; and when the first major Acadian newspaper was 
founded in eastern Canada, it was given the evocative name Evangeline.

Longfellow wrote his epic poem for America; an heroic America. No 
blame was attributed to the New England troops who provided most of 
the soldiers and many of the boats for the Acadians’ expulsion. But the 
story of Evangeline now belongs to Acadians and was transformed into 
a story of survival and re-birth. And every year on August 15th, when 
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Acadians mark their national day, a play about Evangeline and Gabriel is 
staged somewhere, and everywhere. And as the Acadian community grew 
stronger, they took charge of their own history and they wrote their own 
script. Not all of them were enamoured of this story of two young lovers. 
And while Longfellow wrote his story about a pious woman, a passive 
victim of bigger forces, Acadians themselves have written stories of women 
far feistier than Evangeline and of men less Americanised than Gabriel. 

Yet ‘Evangeline’ still connects Acadians to each other. It connects them 
to Louisiana and it connects them to Acadians scattered around the 
world after the expulsion. The Acadians are now a people not only with 
a national day, a flag, an anthem and a patron saint but with a poem. As 
the inscription at the Acadian memorial in Louisiana puts it, ‘Un people 
sans passé, est un people sans future.’ A people without a past, is a people 
without a future. 

Today we live in times and nations where perhaps we don’t need the epic 
poems of mid-nineteenth century North America. And if the Acadian 
expulsion happened now, we would all know about it. It would be reported 
in real time on twitter and Facebook and 24 hour news channels, including 
my own, would be on the shores of Grand-Pré as Gabriel and Evangeline 
were deported. 

Almost every crisis I cover now, whether it’s a refugee crisis or a war, has a 
wedding somewhere. This weekend I was in Pakistan and we reported on 
how a whole wedding party, including the bride and groom, showed up at a 
polling station in Punjab to cast their votes together. Now that’s what you 
call commitment!

But sadly, we live in a world which has all too many stories of loss, of 
people forced from their homes and forced into exile: a world where 
unspeakable crimes, including ethnic cleansing, happen all too often.

Take Syria, where war devastates a nation and violence deepens by the 
day. Not a day goes by here without someone, somewhere, asking: ‘will 
America back the rebels?’ They ask about other countries, too. But it is 
Washington’s role and resolve that matter more. And even in the Syrian 
President’s office in Damascus, they strategise about how to win over the 
West, and most of all the White House. 
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Syria is a country which now needs not just a poet, but politicians and 
people bringing aid. In neighbouring countries, where more than a million 
Syrians are scattered (NB: figure as of May 2013; the figure in December 
2013 is nearly 3 million), aid agencies plead for more help, and Syrians 
pray for peace. Like the Acadians of so long ago, they just want to go 
home. 

And when you read of weddings there, especially in the refugee camps in 
Jordan, most of them are not love stories. They are stories of child brides, 
human trafficking, sexual exploitation and desperation. And as the months 
and the years go by, their worry grows. Will their story also be forgotten 
like that of the millions of Palestinians who still live in refugee camps? In 
two days’ time the Palestinians will mark what they call the Nakba, ‘the 
disaster’: sixty five years old. And in Afghanistan too, which has one of the 
world’s largest and most protracted refugee crises, interest is waning. 

But lots of Americans are writing these stories now: writers, pundits, 
professors, journalists and citizen journalists. And not just Americans, but 
people the world over. They take up these crises and they criticise them 
too.

And it should be said that there are some parts of the world where 
America’s relative absence isn’t mourned. Take the uprisings across North 
Africa and the Middle East that came to be known as the Arab Spring. 
That was a story of people at last rising up against their own rulers: 
authoritarian rulers who, more often than not, had a relationship with 
Washington. 

But throughout these last few years in the Middle East and North Africa, 
even where America has taken a back seat, what it says or does still 
matters. When I covered Egypt’s protracted elections during the past two 
years, there were articles saying, ‘Isn’t it great that our election isn’t about 
the United States anymore?’ But whatever the American Ambassador said, 
and who she called on, was carefully scrutinised.

Yet in many places, including Syria and Libya before it, America is now 
trying to chart a course which avoids it getting bogged down as in the 
big wars of the last decade – Iraq and Afghanistan – which cost far too 
much in blood and treasure and left troubling questions about whether 
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the people they meant to help were left better off. And in Afghanistan, 
when experts and officials now sit around tables asking ‘Where did we go 
wrong?’, one conclusion keeps coming up. And it is a conclusion that is at 
once simple and profound, but very sad. We should have listened, they say, 
we should have listened to Afghans. 

It’s a startling conclusion. Shouldn’t it be about listening to people, writing 
their stories, helping them make their own history?

Many years ago, when I travelled to Iran with the then UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, Sadaka Ogata, she told me the Acadians were 
the modern world’s first refugees. And since that time, I’ve often wondered 
whether that’s really the case. But maybe, like the story of Evangeline and 
Gabriel, it doesn’t matter whether it’s true. But what does matter, is that a 
people who lost almost everything found something in themselves. Because 
somebody noticed their plight and gave them what they needed then to find 
their own way – a narrative, and a sense of self and place. And it is, ladies 
and gentleman, a story that needs telling, in all too many places, up to this 
day. 

Thank you.
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QuestIons anD ansWers

Question: You talk of Afghanistan, the great game that goes on and 
on – hundreds of years – we’re still playing there. What are we doing, 
particularly to the poor Afghans? Can you just talk about that for a bit?

answer: Well, don’t forget that this is not just Afghanistan’s story. We 
should not forget that after September 11th 2001, you had Tony Blair, 
Hamid Karzai and George W Bush standing together and saying, ‘Shoulder 
to shoulder we will remain together for the long run.’ 

And I remember thinking at that time that Afghanistan is a test-case. 
What is the long run? How long will other countries stay with a country in 
need? And even more – and I have to say with some regret – why is it that 
men and women of goodwill, with money and sometimes troops, can’t get 
together and put countries back together again? And I think Afghanistan 
has been a cautionary tale, and so has Iraq been. Even in this very modern 
century in which we live, we don’t really know how to do it. And in some 
cases, we don’t really want to do it. And I think people are realising now 
that it was unrealistic to expect to change a nation which was emerging 
from 30 years – a generation – of war; where the nation was just picking 
itself up. 

And to be fair, there have been mistakes on all sides: among Afghans, 
among the regional powers, and in the West, too. There are a lot of men 
and women of goodwill who went in and it was not all for nought; a lot of 
good things have happened. Afghanistan, as we speak, May 13 2013, is not 
the Afghanistan that it was when the Taliban was topped in 2001. It isn’t 
even the Afghanistan of five years ago. It is a totally different country. 

But I think, given the amount of money and the strength of the troops 
that went in, we might have expected that it would have gone better and 
that Afghanistan would not be a country that in some ways is still a great 
danger to itself. Which is why, I think, America is very, very cautious 
and why it doesn’t want to get involved in Syria. Because it has learned 
that sometimes when you intervene, you don’t necessarily leave places 
significantly better off than when you found them. 
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Question: Do you have any hope for Pakistan after the election, with the 
considerably increased turnout? Or do you think it is still heading in the 
direction of a failing or failed state?

answer: Well, Pakistan is failing its people in many ways. And I can say, 
having literally just arrived from the Pakistan elections, that it was a 
hopeful time. These were elections that were organised much better than 
they were in 2008. There was a higher turnout; a near record turnout in 
Pakistani history. They weren’t perfect elections; nobody expected them to 
be perfect.

But by any standard, Pakistan is facing huge crises on every front. This is 
a country, I mean just imagine if you don’t have electricity for 20 hours 
a day. And Pakistanis – particularly those who live in the cities or urban 
areas – expect to live in a modern country where you do have electricity. 
And there is rising violence. And some parts of the country are hostage to 
some of these militant groups. The country is almost bankrupt. 

And as in any democracy, an elected leadership is now going to have to 
prove that it can keep its promises. We are expecting that Nawaz Sharif 
will be prime minister. And if the last five years are any guide, we expect 
that he will be allowed to finish his term and there will be no military 
coups or political intrigues, although you can never be completely sure. So, 
he will make a go of it. And there’ll be some successes and some failures.

It is tough, tough, tough in Pakistan. And everyone discusses, ‘Is it a failing 
state?’ But there is a system in Pakistan. If you compare it to what they 
were doing in the Middle East, they were rising up against a dictator. But 
in Pakistan there is a democratic system; they just have to make it work. 
And I think that is one of its strengths. It has a lot of strengths as a people. 
But the problems are deeply entrenched and profound. So, optimism of the 
will and pessimism of the intellect, perhaps.

Question: If you could ask Barack Obama to do one thing, what would it be?

answer: Read his children bedtime stories before they go to bed…?!

I think I would ask him to do what I said tonight: it is that you have to 
listen. You have to listen to what other people want you to do, and talk to 
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as many people as possible, and try to find a way. Because I believe that 
America still matters; it can still be a force for good in the world. And I 
really don’t know whether it is good for them to arm the rebels or not to 
arm the rebels. I think I probably speak for everyone in this room, in that 
we just really want it to stop, because people are suffering. Especially in the 
case of Syria, what is especially heart-breaking is that so many children are 
suffering. More than fifty percent of the millions of refugees are children. 
Add their mothers and it is up to seventy-five percent. Unfortunately, 
Barack Obama has to listen to what Americans say first and America is 
now saying, ‘We come first. Our economy is in a mess. Our highways, our 
schools, our hospitals need funding. You have to take care of us first and 
then take care of the rest of the world.’ So, if I had to reduce it to one thing, 
I would say don’t forget the rest of the world. And make sure you listen 
carefully. And, also tuck your children in bed every night.

Question: Thank you for a fascinating lecture. I want to ask you how 
present in the contemporary and broader Canadian consciousness is the 
Acadian experience? How has it influenced the way Canada looks at the 
rest of the world now?

answer: Ok, let’s see how many Canadians are here tonight? And how 
many of you know the Acadian story? Ha! They have to say yes! 

The thing is, it’s this thing about language. It’s known in the French 
speaking parts of Canada, but the history has not been as known in the 
English part of Canada. Partly because the original sources are in French, 
although of course the British colonial history is in English. I think it 
is part of this thing about people writing their own story. As Acadians 
became more organised, they put more resources into their own schools, 
had leaders who put them forward, developed the French language in the 
schools and developed a sense of community. 

You know, when I grew up in eastern Canada nobody talked about Acadie. 
I come from an assimilated family. But now you go to eastern Canada and 
there are huge billboards with ‘Welcome to Acadie’. You really feel it. For 
Nova Scotia, the poem ‘Evangeline’ was a great tourism boom. 

And it is also part of our history. I didn’t get into this tonight, but the 
Acadians have asked for an apology from the Queen. And she – well, giving 
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apologies can be a tricky thing – but she did in 2003 recognise the suffering of 
the Acadians. So the Governor General in Canada had to ask for this and she 
recognised the hard chapter of the Acadians. 

So, it is discussed more. But there is also a debate in Canada because some 
historians say this is not ethnic cleansing. So in academic circles, that is part 
of the debate. And in more contemporary Canadian society, I think they are 
aware now because the Acadians make their presence known more. But it is 
more of a cultural and historic reality. There was a moment when there was 
talk of independence but that has now passed. It is not like Quebec where they 
are looking to separate or there is a militancy on the basis of language.

Question: It was interesting, when I was at university in the 70s, you’d have the 
West and the East. That was the big issue and no-one ever talked about Islam. 
It seems to me that that is the big issue now. And it strikes me that America 
doesn’t really understand Islam at all and that if you were to ask ‘What’s the 
difference between Sunnis and Shi’ites?’ no one would be able to answer. To 
be perfectly honest with you, I would not be able to answer either and I try to 
keep up with these things. Do you see the problem as being that America, in 
particular, and the wider West doesn’t really understand the Near East, Islam, 
and what do you see the future as being? It strikes me that it was alright when 
it was capitalism against communism – that is very much oversimplifying it – 
and one collapsed. Islam isn’t going to go that way. So what is going to happen 
in the future?

answer: I see exactly the point that you are making, and it has some validity. 
But I think I resist – even though we tend to talk about, as I did tonight, 
America as an entity – it is not monolithic. I know many Americans, including 
people in government, who know a lot about Islam, who are Moslems 
themselves. Barack Obama gives addresses on the Islamic festivals. He sends a 
New Year message to the Iranians for Nowruz on 21 March.

So, I think there is an effort at certain levels of society in America and 
elsewhere. And I think this is true in Britain as well. Because in a way you’re 
not speaking to others, you are speaking to yourself. Because all of our 
societies are now places of great diversity, where there is not just one religion 
or one ethnic origin. So, in some parts of America, there is an effort to try to 
understand Islam. And certainly after 9/11 there was either a backlash – where 
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people lashed out against Islam – or in other more thoughtful parts of 
America people wanted to understand it because it was in some ways the 
enemy within. 

So I think the picture is mixed. But I think on balance, even though there 
is still bigotry, and there is still hatred and racism in all of our societies, 
I think we have to keep holding onto the fact that there is also tolerance, 
understanding and opportunity. I mean tonight we are here at the British 
Library, a place where you can find something on everything. And if you 
can’t make it to the British Library, you can access it online. We all have 
the resources to find out about everyone.

So, my response to you is yes and no. But I would like to believe that we all 
have to work against these forces, because they can be very destructive and 
also end up in violence; they do tear communities apart.

Question: Are we making the mistake in the Middle East and Afghanistan 
that was made back at the time when the lines were drawn in the late 
1920s and even earlier, of trying to impose the western idea, the European 
idea, of a centralized state with welfare systems and a sense of nationhood 
on areas where the loyalties and traditional links are tribal, religious and 
ethnic. So that we speak of failed states; but maybe it was never intended to 
be state. Or can they in fact evolve into a western model of the state?

answer: Well funnily enough, in Afghanistan the discussion is all 
about having a highly centralised constitution which gives the president 
overwhelming powers, or whether it is better to have more power residing 
in the provinces, in the local constituencies. Because the reality is, as you 
suggest, that the power sometimes comes – not necessarily from the bottom 
– but from local communities, from local tribes. In places like Afghanistan 
of course they have been partly displaced, but there are new leaders who 
emerge on a local level. 

But I think what we are seeing – and we are certainly seeing this across 
the Middle East – and this in one of the more encouraging things if it is 
handled well, is that after the ousting of rulers, people are saying we do 
want help from the West, but actually it will be on our own terms. 

I was in Libya when Gaddafi fell, and there was all this discussion about 
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what kind of help would they need now, and so many Libyans said, ‘We 
don’t want to become like Afghanistan. We don’t need lots of American 
and western advisers coming over. But we may need some technical support 
and we’d like to have a say in what comes and doesn’t come.’ And they’ve 
got to fashion the kind of system that best works for them. Sadly, in a lot of 
these places, as you say, the state has crumbled and it is now an effort to try 
to build it up again. But there is no one model that can be imposed on any 
one society. And in reality most places are just too vast and too diverse to 
have all the power coming from the centre, and there is a real desire among 
people in local authorities to try to have a larger say in how things are run. 

Question: Could I ask you what are your views on the American drone 
attacks on targets in Pakistan, and will Sharif be able to stop them?

answer: Well, as a BBC correspondent, I am not allowed to have ‘views’. 
But the drone issue is on the agenda. It is on the agenda here in Britain. 
There was a protest recently outside the Houses of Parliament and people 
were saying ‘we don’t want these robots – what did they call them, these 
killer robots – that are operated remotely, killing people. We want to stop it 
now.’

Every time I go to Pakistan and I talk to people who follow this, I am 
always really curious to find out because there are two sides to the drone 
story. One is that it is terrible when people in areas which are not at war – 
because the tribal areas are not at war with America – that is, in effect,  
a violation of international conventions. 

But there are some people there who belong to the kinds of groups that are 
plotting violent attacks both in Pakistan and in the rest of the world. And 
so America decides – and that is part of the problem in a democracy – they 
don’t tell us how they decide, and what is the information on which they 
decide, that they want to go and get them. 

The big issue for me is what do the people in the tribal areas think of it? 
And the problem is that it is too dangerous and difficult for us to talk to 
people there. And when we, say in the BBC, have sent people from our 
Urdu and Pashtun services or from our Afghanistan stream in to talk to 
people, some of them say well we actually prefer the drones, because it is 
much better than an over-whelming assault which tends to simply destroy 
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whole villages and everybody is killed. If they are targeted, then at least 
you get the bad guys who are actually making life difficult and dangerous 
for local people.

But in terms of what Pakistan will do now, both Nawaz Sharif and Imran 
Khan have said they will stop the drones. Imran Khan has said he would 
shoot them down if they went into the tribal areas. And it looks like his 
party will form the government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa which is in the 
northwest, as you know, close to the areas where the drones operate. 
Nawaz Sharif – we are not sure whether he will be as anti-American 
as his rhetoric sometimes sounded at the end of the campaign. He is an 
industrialist, as you know; he is more pragmatic. He has to try to find a 
way to work with America. And America has made it clear that they want 
to use these drones. As you know, Barack Obama has used them some 400 
times more than George W Bush used them. 

But I think in America and in the region, people are saying just a minute. 
If you are going to use them that much, there needs to be accountability. 
We need to know where you are using them, why you are using them and 
who you are going after. And I think that is a good thing. So, I think there 
is going to be a greater scrutiny, but I don’t expect they will stop altogether. 
Because even the Pakistan military has recognised their utility; it wants the 
drones themselves, although it won’t admit in public that that is actually 
the case. 

Question: I’m a broadcaster and journalist as well – American, although 
I have lived here for 37 years. I was curious to know, as you have such 
seniority and you are such a distinguished journalist, whether you have the 
freedom to say to the BBC, ‘I want to go to such and such a village next 
week’. Or are you still under the cudgel of the management of the BBC and 
they say, ‘You have to go here’?! Have you got the freedom to go where you 
want to?

answer: I am very lucky to work for the BBC, I have to say. I have been 
working for the BBC for almost exactly 30 years and I can’t think of a 
single instance where the BBC ever said to me, ‘You can’t go to X or Y 
because it is too dangerous and you are a woman’, although I do know 
American and other broadcasters and journalists who have been told that. I 
can see you nodding.
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And the BBC, although we have very strict rules on editorial responsibility 
and compliance, it also gives great responsibility and trust to the people 
who are its reporters and correspondents. I mean the general guidelines are 
that we shouldn’t have opinions, we shouldn’t take a view, we shouldn’t 
take sides; but we should provide context. And in the kind of work that I 
do, I mean there are some stories that you have to go to. But in my case it is 
mostly stories that I want to do anyway and I’ve been quite lucky in that I 
tend to go to places where I’ve lived and worked before. And so for me it is 
like going home. Where I feel I have a little bit of ‘the heat and dust.’

Maybe I have been lucky. I think when you work for a public broadcaster, 
when you work for a global broadcaster, it is certainly not perfect; 
although perhaps this is not the place for me to be telling those tales! 
But in my case, and in the case of quite a few colleagues, I think we 
count ourselves as remarkably fortunate; we are not dictated to by the 
management. There are discussions sometimes, but we are allowed to have 
our say. And that’s the truth!

Question: Even Mark Mardell has realised there is a story in Benghazi with 
the American lack of action. Do you agree that there is a scandal coming?

answer: The Benghazi story? Well, I follow it like you, reading it in 
the papers. In fact, I was reading a story this morning in the New York 
Times as I flew over here. For those of you who don’t know, the American 
Ambassador was sadly killed in an attack in Benghazi several months 
ago. And it became a tangled tale where it was first described as an anti-
American protest but in fact it turned out it was possibly more connected 
to al Qaeda-linked military elements in eastern parts of Libya. And the 
American Ambassador to the United Nations, Susan Rice, who possibly 
would have been the current US Secretary of State, was accused of spinning 
the wrong story. 

And so the story now is that there are many stories: the State Department 
has its version of events; the CIA has its version of events; and the White 
House has a version of events. Because so many lives have been lost, and 
reputations have been lost, and more reputations could be lost. And so 
they’re all holding onto their narrative. And they may believe that it is 
true. But there is obviously a certain amount of selection, if you like, or a 
decision about this should be made public and that can be made public. 
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It’s a very, very tangled tale; but it is a tale that matters. Because it’s about 
America protecting its diplomats. It’s about America recognising where 
dangers exist and what they have to do to minimise those dangers. But it is 
also about America. From what I know so far, it wanted to send a message. 
And Stephens was an ambassador who really tried to connect with the 
Libyan people and he said ‘I need to go to Benghazi. I need to show that 
we are not scared of this. I want not only to be there, but to be seen to 
be there.’ And it is a touching tale. When he died there was great sadness 
because he was one of those diplomats in our time who really tried to 
connect with cultures. He really tried to understand what really mattered 
to Libyans. And sadly, as happens all too often, he lost his life. It was 
sad for him, sad for his family, and sad for the United States of America, 
because they lost one of their finest, finest ambassadors. 

Question: But isn’t Obama hiding the truth, though?

answer: I don’t know. Because I think there are many truths. And I think 
when it has to do with security it’s difficult, because we don’t have access 
to all the files about what happened. I don’t think Obama is necessarily 
hiding the truth. But people are deciding to give you a certain version of 
events and they may all be true. It is like that great joke that Obama used 
at the annual White House correspondents’ dinner, when he said, ‘I love 
the fact that CNN covers the story from all sides. Hopefully one of them is 
accurate!’ Yes. It is a big issue and it’s an issue that matters. But I can’t say 
who’s lying and who’s not.

Thank you very, very much for coming out this evening and for being part 
of this event at the British Library. 
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