







11




Misleading Similarities

Below is a small passage containing some illustrations of the dangers of misinterpreting Spanish words, the appearance of which resembles that of English words but the meanings of which are different. 

En resumen podríamos decir que era un estudiante, simpático, gracioso y genial, hasta gentil, aunque algo amigo de la diversión  y de las mujeres, sin ser lujurioso. Durante un tiempo trabajó como librero y editor para pagarse los estudios. Sus padres veían sin disgusto a su hijo trabajando a jornal, lejos de sus lecturas, ausente de las librerías, embutido en un traje demasiado largo para su complexión y constantemente constipado por las corrientes de aire del cuarto donde habitaba..
El sacrificio del muchacho tuvo éxito: al final pudo costearse sus estudios, cobrar de su moroso empleador y dejar de comer todos los días aquellas asquerosas lentejas en un viejo recipiente, que llamaban escudilla; más aún ingresó en la tuna, donde el arma más peligrosa era la guitarra, en vez de la espada y la acción más salvaje  era la canción de serenata. Y así, en esos quehaceres, en esos trabajos, encontró a su verdadero amor. MAS
This section is less to do with grammar than with semantics or fields of meaning. However, it seems useful to introduce the problem of “misleading similarities” or falsos amigos which include not only nouns but also verbs and adjectives. By “misleading similarities”, we mean a word which has a similar form in both languages but which has different meanings in the two languages. The expression falso amigo is less common in Spanish than in French (faux ami) where the phenomenon is very frequent (French>English and vice versa, and Italian>English and vice versa for that matter), although among the well informed it is well known. Interference from one language to another is likely in these cases, so it is worthwhile giving special attention to them. Mexican importations from the USA can also produce considerable confusion. (See * after the list below.) In order then  to avoid these pitfalls, this list of the most common falsos amigos needs some attention :
Falso amigo
English equivalent
English cognate
Spanish equivalent

actual

present i. e. now
actual


verdadero, real

adjudicar
to award

to adjudicate

juzgar, decidir

agenda

diary, appointment 
agenda


orden del día



  book

agonía

death pangs

agony


dolor intenso,









 angustia

agonizar
to be dying

to agonize

sufrir un suplicio

arma

weapon

arm


brazo

artífice

creator, craftsman/
artifice


artificio. 



 woman




 estrategema

atender
 a
to attend to/deal with
to attend

asistir a

barraca

hut, shed

barracks

cuartel

bizarro

gallant, generous
bizarre


extraño, estrafalario

bordar

to embroider

to board (boat), to
subir (a), embarcarse,






give lodgings, to
hospedar, limitar/






 border


 lindar con

cafetería
café


cafeteria

autoservicio

carpeta

file, folder

carpet


alfombra

castigar
to punish

to castigate

censurar, criticar

casual(mente)
fortuitous(ly),

casual(ly)

despreocupado (de 



 accidental(ly)




manera despreocupada)

caución (R3)
guarantee of surety
caution


prudencia, cautela

cava (f)
wine cellar

cave


cueva, caverna

cava (m)
sparkling wine

cavilar

to ponder

to cavil


objetar, poner peros (a)

collar

necklace

collar


cuello

comando
commando/terrorist
commando

integrante/miembro de



 group





 un comando

comediante
actor, actress

comedian

cómico

comodidad
comfort 

commodity

artículo de consumo,



 





 mercancía

compás
beat, rhythm,

compass (for

brújula



 compass (for 

direction)



 drawing a circle)

concreto
precise (but in A/C/
concrete

hormigón (in



 M=concrete)




 Spain)

conductor
driver, conductor
conductor (on bus),
cobradr



(of heat, electricity)
 conductor (on train
revisor






 in US)






 conductor 

director






  (of orchestra)






 lightning conductor
pararrayos

confidencia
confidential remark
confidence

confianza

congelar
to freeze

to congeal

coagular(se)

*constipado
cold


constipated

estreñido

contestar
to answer

to contest

negar, rechazar

corpulento
strong, tall

corpulent

gordo

dato

piece of information
date


fecha (day)



(pl. datos=data)



dátil (fruit)

decepción
disappointment
deception

engaño

departir (R3)
to converse

to depart

salir, irse

desgracia
misfortune

disgrace

vergüenza, escándalo

desmayo
fainting fit, swooning
dismay


consternación

destitución
dismissal

destitution

miseria, indigencia

dilapidado
squandered

dilapidated

destartalado,









 desvencijado

disertación
lecture, talk

dissertation

tesina

disgustado
upset, annoyed

disgusted

enfurecido, asqueado

disgustar
to upset/displease
to disgust

dar asco a, repugnar

disgusto
displeasure

disgust


asco, aversión

disponer de
to have available
to dispose of

deshacerse de



diversión
entertainment, fun
diversion

desvío

divisar (R3)
to descry

to devise

inventar, diseñar

editar

to publish

to edit


redactar (un artículo),









 corregir (un libro etc)

editor

publisher

editor


redactor, jefe, director

embarazada
pregnant

embarrassed

confuso, **violento

encuesta
enquiry, survey
inquest


encuesta judicial

engrosar
to swell, to increase
to engross

absorber

 

 (in quantity or size)

ermita

hermitage, chapel
hermit


ermitaño

escuálido
weak, skinny

squalid


sucio, asqueroso

espada

sword


spade


pala

eventual
possible, temporary
eventual

final

éxito

success


exit


salida

extenuar
to weaken

to extenuate

atenuar, disminuir

fábrica

factory


fabric


tela, tejido

fastidioso
annoying

fastidious

quisquilloso, puntilloso

fracaso

failure


fracas


riña, gresca, follón (R1)

gala

full/best dress, 
gala


fiesta, verbena,



 elegance, variety 



competición, certamen

 show

genial

full of genius, 

genial


afable, cordial



 inspired, skillfully



 done, splendid

gentil (R3)
kind


gentle


dulce, manso

gracioso
witty, funny (person)
gracious

afable, cortés

guerrilla
guerrilla warfare/
guerrilla (fighter)
guerrillero



 band

hábil

skillful, clever

able


capaz




hostal

modest hotel

hostel


residencia (for









 students),  albergue









 juvenil (youth hostel)

incidencia
repercussion, 

incidence

frecuencia, ritmo


 consequence (but



 incidence in a



 technical sense:



 ángulo de incidencia) 

ingenuidad
frankness

ingenuity

ingenio, ingeniosidad

injuria

insult


injury


herida, lesión

injuriar

to insult

to injure

herir, lesionar

instancias
legal proceedings
instance

ejemplo

intoxicar
to poison

to intoxicate

embriagar

intoxicación
poisoning

intoxication

embriaguez

jornal, 

(to be paid) on a
journal


revista

 (trabajar a)
 daily basis
jubilación
retirement, pension
jubilation

júbilo

largo

long


large


extenso, amplio, ancho

lectura

reading

lecture


conferencia, clase

librería

bookstore/shop
library


biblioteca

librero

bookseller

librarian

bibliotecario

lívido

pale


livid


furioso, amoratado

lujuria

lust


luxury


lujo

maniático
peculiar, neurotic
maniacal

loco, demente,









 maníaco

marrón

brown


maroon

carmín

miseria

poverty, squalor
misery


pena, sufrimiento

molestar
to trouble, to annoy
to molest

importunar,









 acosar, perseguir

moroso
slow to pay, sluggish
morose


hosco, malhumorado

motorista
motor cyclist

motorist

conductor

muslo

thigh


muscle


músculo

notorio

famous


notorious

de mala fama

obsequioso 
obliging, helpful
obsequious

servil


paisano
fellow countryman,
peasant

campesino



 civilian, farm 



 worker (A)

pan

bread


pan (for frying)
sartén

parangón (R3)
comparison, 

paragon

dechado



 similarity

pariente
relation, relative
parent


padre/madre

parsimonioso
slow, calm

parsimonious

tacaño, mezquino

 (R3)

patético
moving, pitiful

pathetic (in 

malísimo, 



pathetic (in literary
pejorative sense)
pésimo



 sense)

pavimento
ground, road surface
pavement 

acera



petróleo
petroleum/crude oil,
petrol


gas, petrol



 paraffin, kerosene

petulancia 
arrogance, 

petulance

malhumor,

 (R3)

 haughtiness




 displicencia

pinta

appearance, look
pint


=medio litro

pope

Orthodox priest
Pope


Papa

predicamento
prestige

predicament

apuro, atolladero

preservativo
contraceptive

preservative

conservante

pretender 
to claim that..., to try
to pretend

fingir, aparentar

 que...


prevaricar
to be guilty of

to prevaricate

recurrir a evasivas

 (R3)

 corrupt practices

pupilo

lodger, ward (legal)
pupil


alumno

querella
complaint, charge,
quarrel

riña, disputa



 dispute (legal)

quitar

to remove/take away
to quit


dejar, salir de

recipiente
container

recipient

destinatario

recluso

prisoner

recluse


emitaño

recolección
harvesting, gathering
recollection

recuerdo



 in

reconvenir 
to reprimand

to reconvene

convocar de nuevo

 (R3)

red

net (for objects)
red


rojo

refrán

proverb, saying
refrain


estribillo

regalía 

royalty (on book),
regalia


ropajes, vestiduras

 

 bonus

regalías 
royal privilege
reino

kingdom

reign


reinado

relevancia
importance

relevance

pertinencia

relevante
important

relevant

pertinente, relacionado

renta

(unearned) income
rent


alquiler, renta (A,C,M)

resumir
to sum up, to

to resume

reanudar



 summarize

***retrans-
to broadcast (live)
to retransmit

volver a transmitir


 mitir

ruin (R3)
despicable, mean
ruin


ruina


sensible
sensitive

sensible

sensato, prudente

simpático
nice


sympathetic

compasivo, comprensivo

suburbios
poor district of town,
suburbs

afueras



 slum (only in Spain)
suceso

event


success


éxito

tabla

board


table


mesa

transpirar (R3)
to sweat

to transpire

ocurrir, suceder


truculento 
macabre

truculent

agresivo, malhumorado

 (R3)


tuna

university students
tuna


atún



 playing in streets

visionar
to view (critically
to envision

prever



before a public 

 showing)

* One can understand the confusion here if you consider the etymology of these two words. Constipado and constipated come from the Latin stipor=to compress/fill/ block up. It should be added that Mexican Spanish can be ambiguous here. Constipado can mean constipated in Mexico, so that if you went to a Mexican physician/doctor, and said you were constipado, you would need to add, for example: Tengo la nariz tapada (My nose is blocked up) or: Estoy constipado de la panza/del estómago. Constipado has the English connotation in Argentina and Colombia.

**Strange as it may seem, violento can certainly have the meaning of embarrassed, as in: Si te sientes violenta, volveremos a casa=If you feel embarrassed, we’ll go home. Neither Mexico nor Colombia use violento with this meaning, (although Argentina does) and would  offer apenado, for example.  Of course, violento has the meaning of violent in all countries under consideration.

***Again, and strange as it may seem, retransmitir (and retransmisión) is used for a live broadcast, and do not usually imply the idea of broadcasting again or later.

Some further examples:

Es un chiste muy gracioso

It’s a very funny/witty joke

Es el gracioso de todas las reuniones
He’s the funny man at all the parties

¡Niño ! eres un poco fastidioso, no
Hey, there, you really are a bit troublesome,

 paras de molestar


 you don’t stop playing around
Su novia es hermana de una

His girl friend is the sister of a famous

 novelista notoria


 novelist

There are, of course, numerous terms in Spanish where the meaning overlaps with the English, while yet retaining another separate meaning. Control, consistente, denunciar and efectivamente are four good cases in point. Control often implies checking, as at an airport, or reviewing something as in health. Consistente  has both the idea of the English consistent, as with an argument or reasoning, or thick as with a liquid. Denunciar’s first meaning is to report (something official) and its second meaning is to denounce, while efectivamente often suggests sure enough, apart from effectively: Dijo que vendría y, efectivamente, llegó. 

There is also the question of shades of meaning. For example, discusión in Spain and Argentina frequently means an argument, a quarrel, that is to say an activity much stronger than discussion. Such is not the case in Mexico.

For a large list of what are known as partial deceptive cognates where shades of meaning are not always apparent, see Batchelor and Pountain, Using Spanish
