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The BBC's Clare Arthurs looks at some of the words and phrases often used in the news and 

their meanings in various contexts. In this feature she talks about the word 'separatists'. 

 

Why do separatists make news headlines? Let's look first at the word, like the verb to 

separate or the noun separate and notice the different pronunciation. Separatism is to do with 

being divided or apart.  

People who campaign for division, or separation, are separatists. They want to separate the 

people they represent from the majority or the ruling group. Such activism, another word 

you'll often hear, is often based on ethnicity or religion.  

Here's an example from Spain where some people are fighting for a separate homeland. 

"The Spanish Interior Ministry says police have arrested two suspected members of the 

Basque separatist group, ETA, in the eastern city of Valencia." 

And this one... 

"Abu Sayyaf is an Islamic separatist group that's been waging a bombing and kidnapping 

campaign in the southern Philippines." 

Separatists are often in the news because they challenge the state, frequently using violence 

to push their cause.  

In the next example, unrest in southern Thailand is blamed on a Muslim minority. You'll hear 

the allegation of separatist activity, and an effort to balance the story with a response from 

the Muslim community.  

"The government blames Islamic separatists for violence in southern Thailand. Muslim 

leaders accuse the authorities of discrimination and harsh treatment of the Muslim minority."  
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Here's a line from a story about Aceh in Indonesia. 

"Meanwhile, Indonesian police say they will rejoin the hunt for separatist rebels in the 

province because they believe the rebels have started regrouping." 

Listen to the word 'protesters' in this next story. There’s another word which could be used. 

Do you know it? 

"A luxury residence belonging to the Italian Prime Minister, Silvio Berlusconi, has been 

invaded by about one hundred protesters who want independence for the Mediterranean island 

of Sardinia." 

'Protesters', also you could call them 'demonstrators', but would you call them, perhaps, 

separatists? 


