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Spanish Forms of Address

1. i. Señora (Sra.)
lady, Madame, Mrs
Señorita 
Miss, young lady

 (Srta.)

Doña (Dna/Da)Miss, Mrs

Señor (Sr.)
Lord, Sir, Mr

Señorito
Mr, Master

Caballero
gentleman, Sir

Don (Dn./D.)
Mr

In their original meanings, señor meant senior or elder; caballero, horseman or knight as in Los Caballeros de la tabla redonda or El conde es caballero de Santiago,  while Don was the title of nobility. Their modern usage is quite different and depends somewhat on whether they are employed directly in speaking to a person, or indirectly, in speaking about one. 

ii. Señor, in a Christian context, signifies Lord, has a capital, and is normally used with a definite article, as in English: el Señor es todopoderoso-The Lord is all powerful. As a noun, it indicates a master or owner of a thing: Es el dueño y señor de la empresa-He is the lord and master of the company. It is also used as a sign of respect: Señor, se le ha caído la cartera: Excuse me, you have dropped your wallet. When speaking of the owner of an establishment, one may also use dueño and amo=boss. It may refer to husband: Tengo a mi señor en casa y no puedo retrasarme=My husband is at home and I can’t stay.

When followed by a family name, Señor means Mister:

In direct speech: 
Buenas tardes, Señor García

In indirect speech:
El Señor García quisiera hablar contigo, Mamá

iii. Caballero is often a higher form of address than Señor, and suggests elegance and courtesy:

Luis es un caballero con todo el mundo
Luis is a gentleman with everyone

Caballero is used in a male context:

servicios de caballeros, peluquería de caballeros, zapatos de caballero

When employed by themselves in direct address, señor and caballero correspond to the English Sir, in the plural Gentlemen. 

Señora is the feminine equivalent of señor and caballero in all their meanings:
Nuestra Señora 

Our Lady (the Virgin Mary)

La señora


The mistress, lady of the house

Buenas noches, señora
Good night

La Señora Fortuna

Dame Fortune

Es una verdadera señora
She is a true lady

iv. Although not used in direct address to a female, dama is often used instead of  señora in the following circumstances:

When it refers to a lady of high society:

las damas de la nobleza


the ladies of nobility

When a female is courted and sought after by a man:

Su dama se comporta con indiferencia
His lady shows indifference to his

 ante sus requerimientos


 advances

When a woman is in the service of a princess or queen:

las damas de la reina/princesa/corte

the queen’s/princess’s ladies-in-waiting,







  the ladies of the court

When it refers to a female main character in a play:

Ahora ya no hace papeles de dama

She no longer plays female parts

When it refers to a female accompanying another or performing a particular social duty:

la dama de honor de la novia


the bride’s bridesmaid
Eligieron a la reina de la fiesta y dos

They chose the festival queen and two

 damas de honor



 maids of honor

When it refers to the First Lady:

Mientras los presidentes negociaban,

While the presidents were negotiating,

 las primeras damas visitaron un orfelinato
 the First Ladies visited an orphanage

v. A gentleman, while speaking of his wife, may say: mi señora, mi mujer, mi esposa, in an ascending order of politeness. 



¿Cómo se encuentra su mujer/señora/

How is your wife?
 esposa?

He may also say, in friendly, jocular style: mi media naranja=my better half

Protocole would require more easily mi mujer or mi esposa than mi señora.

vi. Señorito is the diminutive form of señor. It is seldom used, except familiarly and by servants, and corresponds to the English master, or young gentleman. It may have a pejorative connotation, suggesting a person of good social standing with no need to work, or a vapid, uninspiring character:

 “El señorito ha salido” dijo el criado

“Master has gone out” said the servant
Germán ha estudiado Derecho, pero no
Germán has studied law, but doesn’t

 trabaja, es un señorito


 work since he’s a señorito
vii. Señorita, diminutive form of señora, corresponds in direct address to the English Miss: Bueñas tardes, señorita, although Miss, as with the equivalents of señor, señora, señorito,  would not necessarily be used in this context of direct address. Indirectly, señorita means young lady: Papá, hay una señorita a la puerta.

viii. Don and Doña are peculiarly Spanish, and  still occur in Spain, Colombia and Mexico, and are only used in conjunction with baptismal or given names. It was more usual, but less so now, to speak of persons by their first names preceded by Don or Doña, than by their family names Señor, Señora. Doña is applied to any lady, whether married or single. Don may be preceded by Señor, and Doña by Señora or Señorita, thus conveying more respect, and in the last case, showing whether the lady is married or not:

Señor Don Ricardo Villafranca
Señorita Doña Laura Tascón

Señor Villafranca


Señorita Tascón

Don Ricardo



Doña Laura

Señor Don Ricardo


Señorita Doña Laura

ix. In introducing someone, the register order with respect to politeness would be:

Le presento al Señor Don Ricardo Villafranca R3

Le presento a Don Ricardo R2

Le presento al Señor Villafranca R2

Notice the use of the definite article with Señor and its absence with Don
Since Don/Doña are redolent of former times, they are, as noted above, less used nowadays. In Argentina, they are hardly ever used. 
Señor is used in popular, R1 style, with the first name:

La señora Cristina (Fuentes)/El señor Mrs Fuentes/Mr García isn’t well

 Miguel (García) no está bien

Don may be used ironically, rather like Mister in English:

Eduardo se cree don perfecto

Eduardo thinks he’s Mister perfect

Ése es don tacaño


He’s Mister miser/tightwad/stingy
x. In referring to the relatives of a person with whom one is speaking, politeness demands that their names be preceded by Señor, Señora or Señorita, as the case requires:

He recibido una carta del Sr. padre I have received a letter from your father

 de Ud./de su Sr. padre

Han llegado las señoritas hermanas
Your sisters have arrived
 de Ud./sus señoritas hermanas

He visto hoy a la Sra. madre de Ud./
I saw your mother today
 a su Sra. madre

xi. It is necessary to provide an explanation of the complex usage of family names in the Spanish-speaking world. Let the following example suffice as an explanation:

A gentleman, el Sr. Don Juan Francisco Velarde y Núñez (Velarde being the family name of his father, and Núñez that of his mother) marries la Srta. Doña Luisa Gutiérrez y Romero. In her married state, the lady’s name is changed to: Sra Doña Luisa Gutiérrez de Velarde. The children of this union assume the family names of both parents:

Sr. Don José Velarde y Gutiérrez,

Sr. Don Manuel Velarde y Gutiérrez, and

Srta. Doña Elena Velarde y Gutiérrez

The y may be omitted: Srta. Doña Elena Velarde Gutiérrez

Ordinarily, a man is known by his father’s name, as in English, but in all formal cases, the mother’s family name is necessary

xii. In indirect reference, Spanish speakers use the definite article before all titles when followed by the names of persons. The article is omitted in direct address:

El rey don Alfonso trece
King Alphonso Thirteenth

El general Franco

General Franco

El presidente González
President González

El padre Pedro


Father Pedro/Peter

Note that no article is used before Don/Doña

xiii. In direct address, señor precedes the title, as it does often in indirect reference:

Buenos días, señor Doctor

¿Está el señor Doctor/médico?

¿Cómo está Ud, señor General?

Señorita, tengo el honor de presentarle a Ud. el señor Capitán García

xiv. There are three nouns in Spanish, used in Spain, Argentina, Colombia and Mexico, fulano, mengano and zutano which correspond to names of people we do not know or are not interested in. They are only used in the singular, and change o to a for the feminine. One might say in English so and so, or any Tom, Dick or Harry, although the example below is pretty well untranslatable:

La reunión fue un desastre; fulano 
The meeting was a disaster; some characters 

estaba  en contra, mengano a favor 
 were against, some for and some went out or
y zutano se marchó


  ...one guy was against, one for and...
