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Are we expats or immigrants? Foreigners living in Spain are often divided into two camps 

as to how they refer to themselves.  

 IT'S TIME TO CHANGE YOUR ATTITUDE  
 
1. When you come to Spain, remember YOU are the IMMIGRANT. No, you're not an ex-pat, you are an 
IMMIGRANT, as you probably consider your move here as permanent or at least semi-permanent. 
 
2. When you come to Spain, why do think it's acceptable to learn none or next to no Spanish and live in 
immigrant communities, making little or no effort to integrate with Spanish culture? 
 
3. Don't refer to the Spanish as 'Pacos' or 'Sanchos' (unbelievably this actually happened last night). These 
people you refer to are the indigenous population of your host country, who have generously allowed you to 
come to their home, and, in general, welcome you and treat you with far more respect than you probably 
deserve. 
 
4. Whilst you are here, don't even dare to rant on about how Britain 'isn't our country any more' or has been 
'ruined by immigration'. Unlike you, the immigrants who have gone to Britain do generally learn the language 
and integrate and have actually added value to the country, unlike you in Spain who slob around, getting drunk 
in your English ghettos behaving badly and scrounging off Spain's already stretched Health Service. 
 
Food for Thought...  
 

If you're a foreigner living in Spain, does that make you an expat? Or an immigrant?  

The subject is a touchy one, and it's close to impossible to please everyone. 

Whenever The Local runs a story about for example, how Brexit is affecting the life of Brits resident in 

Spain, the use of the word "expat" prompts a fierce debate. 

Some readers comment on Facebook that we should change the offending word to "immigrants" – 

because that's exactly what we all are. 

"I'm a proud European who used my right to move country and not an 'expat'," said Martin Cooper. "It 

totally sends the wrong message to our citizens in our new country and to our old homeland." 

Elaine Jacobs added: "There is something wrong with the word "ex-pats". It reeks of British 

colonialism, rather than movement." 

Some said using the term expat "contributed to a dangerous populist rhetoric" for our choice of words 

on the matter. 

Gemma Middleton summed it up in a recent article about a documentary she is making on what Brits 

think about Brexit. 

"I don't like the term expat," she insisted. "I think by calling ourselves expats it somehow marks us out 

as different to immigrants. But we are not different. We are no different from the three million 

immigrants from EU nations currently residing in the UK."  

https://www.thelocal.es/20160914/forgotten-voices-what-brits-in-spain-think-about-brexit
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Others however staunchly defended the word "expat". 

"I think people make far too much fuss about the word 'expat'. As long as it's used in its neutral sense, 

it's fine," said Simon Barnes in a comment below an article on The Local France about Brexit.  

"But to conflate freedom of movement within the EU and immigration is dangerous. It just gives 

ammunition to those who would deprive us of our freedom."  

So what does expat actually mean? 

The Oxford dictionary defines expat as "a person who lives outside their native country" and the word 

stems from the Latin ex meaning "out" and patria meaning "native country".  

So all foreigners are expats, right? Well, that's the problem - when did you last hear about an Indian in 

France, a Polish worker in Britain, or indeed a Syrian refugee referred to as an "expat". 

The word "expat" conjures up post-colonial images of well-off foreigners who have made some kind of 

comfortable and temporary country switch. 

We're talking about the retired northern Europeans living off a decent income (or a generous pension) 

who spend their days sunning themselves on the terrace of their villa on the Costa del Sol, strolling 

down to the kiosk to buy their imported newspaper before heading to their favourite watering hole 

for a preprandial cerveza. 

 

What's an immigrant? 

An "immigrant" is "a person who comes to live permanently in a foreign country", says the Oxford 

dictionary. 

So the only difference, in terms of strict definition, is that an immigrant is permanent - suggesting an 

expat is on a (perhaps long-term) return ticket. 

The difference is at best random and at worst racist. 

The word expat comes with connotations of choice and wealth and being white, while 'immigrants' 

are assumed to work in low-paid jobs or claim benefits. 

An opinion piece in The Guardian went as far as to say that the word expat is a "hierarchical word" 

that was "created with the purpose of putting white people above everyone else". 

The issue is reminiscent of the recent media attention to the words "migrant" and "refugee", with 

many papers making the switch to refugee earlier this year as the crisis got worse and it became 

clearer that most of the people were fleeing for their lives from war rather than undertaking the 

dangerous journey as a career move. 

 

https://www.thelocal.fr/20161005/four-months-on-how-brexit-vote-has-affected-expats-in-france
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/mar/13/white-people-expats-immigrants-migration
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/mar/13/white-people-expats-immigrants-migration
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/mar/13/white-people-expats-immigrants-migration
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So why use the word expat at all? 

When The Local was founded, we had a blanket ban on using the word. So why do we use it today – 

apart from the fact that it's much easier to fit 'expat' into the 56 characters we are allowed in a 

headline? 

First, because although we are uneasy about the word too, many people who move freely for their 

careers or for the lifestyle use it to define themselves.  

Second, because there is a meaningful distinction between groups of immigrants – but it's not one of 

hierarchy, it's really one of luck. 

'Expat', logically or not, is understood to describe the lucky immigrants who move country for the 

lifestyle or a good job. These people might stay for life or might not, but there's usually little to stop 

them returning - in contrast to people who are forced to move for fear of their lives or to escape 

poverty. 

So expats face different – and lesser –  challenges than most other immigrants. Saying 'expat' is not an 

attempt set one set of immigrants above another, it's an acknowledgement that the immigrant 

experience varies enormously.  

Which brings me to my third point: we acknowledge that expats are immigrants too. The two terms 

are not mutually exclusive. And as much as finances or cultural capital divide immigrants, our 

common struggles with language and Spanish culture unite us. 

So expat or immigrant? How about both. 

 


