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@ CrossMark

Severe: A False Friend™

El falso amigo: «severo»

To the Editor:

The correctness of the writer’s medical language has always
been one of the parameters used to measure the quality
of scientific texts. To clearly convey the intended message
without giving rise to confusion or error, medical language
must be precise and meticulous.”? Language errors have,
however, become increasingly common since, as doctors, we
are not exactly devotees of the study of language, its rules,
or of the errors that have crept in as a result of the incursion
of English into our scientific language, for the most part since
1950.34

The language we use in dermatology makes use of loan
translations (calques) taken from English. In many cases, the
words or terms used exist in Spanish, but their meaning is
not the same as that intended by the author (Table 1).* For
example many writers in Spanish habitually use the word
severo as a translation of the English word severe, creating
terms like dermatitis atdpica severa and acné severo.

The dictionary of the Real Academia Espanola (the Span-
ish language academy) defines the adjective severo as
follows: ‘riguroso, aspero, duro en el trato o castigo; exacto
y rigido en la observancia de una ley, precepto o regla; dicho
de una estacion del afo, que tiene temperaturas extremas’’>
(**strict, tough, harsh in treatment or punishment; precise
and rigid in the application of a law, rule or precept; said
of a season that has extreme temperatures’’). The first of
these three meanings of severo is the most common, and it
is used to describe the character of a person.

The Spanish term extranjerismo refers to words that have
their origin in a foreign language; if the language of ori-
gin is English we call them anglicismos.? Foreign words and
phrases have been accumulating in our language for cen-
turies, and it is estimated that 73% of Spanish words today
are of Latin origin, while the remaining 27% come from other
languages.” For a foreign word to be accepted and become
a neologism, that is, a new element in the language, two
basic conditions must be met: there must be a need (in that

* Please cite this article as: Blasco-Morente G, Garrido-Colmenero
C, Tercedor-Sanchez J, Tercedor-Sanchez M. El falso amigo:
«severo». Actas Dermosifiliogr. 2015;106:525-526.

Table 1 Examples of Translation Errors Caused by False
Friends in English.

English term False friend Correct Spanish
Translation
severe severo grave, intenso,
fuerte
pathology patologia anatomia
patologica
bulla bulla ampolla, vesicula
actual, actually actual, real, realmente
actualmente
adverse adverso secundario,
colateral
discontinue discontinuar interrumpir,
suspender
management manejo tratamiento
score ‘*score’’ puntuacion

Adapted from: Benavent and Iscla.*

no other word exists in the language to express the meaning
of the neologism); and there must be euphony (the neolo-
gism must fit in harmoniously and adapt to the rules of the
target language).>* Since the term severo does not fulfill
the conditions, it is not a neologism, but rather a homo-
phone borrowing or false friend.* An interesting point is
that the acceptance of borrowings and calques by users is
affected by a number of factors, including the degree of
contact between the two languages. Thus, in areas where
there is greater contact with English, we find more English
terms in medical language as a result of interference.® Look-
ing at a concordance extracted from a reference corpus for
Spanish’ we see that the use of morphological variants of
“*sever®’’ in texts about health care is widespread (1453
cases in this corpus). These variants are found primarily in
texts from Latin American countries, such as Venezuela and
Mexico, where the influence of English is greater and the
two languages are in closer contact (Fig. 1). However, in
all these cases the term can be replaced by another adjec-
tive in Spanish, and it is the noun modified by the adjective
severe that will determine the most appropriate collocate,
taking into account Spanish semantics and lexical combina-
tions. For example, casos severos can be replaced by casos
graves and espasmo severo can be expressed as espasmo
intenso.

1578-2190/© 2014 Elsevier Espana, S.L.U. and AEDV. All rights reserved.


dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adengl.2015.05.022
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.adengl.2015.05.022&domain=pdf

526 LETTER TO EDITOR

NQ CONCORDANCIA

1 ez de la mandibula, dolores musculares y espasmos severos de los misculos - Fiebre, irritabilidad del h
2 época de reflexién de manera gue, advirtiendo la severidad del campanazo, no se abandonen los esfuerzo
3 de Los Santos, Pedro Vidal, denuncid ayer que un severo brote de diarrea, sarna y fuertes dolores de ¢
4 ciente presenta una infeccién sistémica (general) severa y no habia antibidticos para tratarla. Al fina
5 s tiroideas, insuficiencia renal crénica y anemia severa. Los enfermos fueron ingresados al Hospital y
6 que presentan sintomas de insuficiencia cardiaca severa con clase funcional III 6 IV y que se limitan
7 ones de adultos en los paises en desarrollo estdn severamente desnutridos. - Tanto en paises en via de
8 nos tipos de VPH son capaces de producir lesiones severas en la vulva, cuello uterino y ano de la mujer
9 desarrollo de una vacuna para prevenir la diarrea severa causada por rotavirus, ha sido un proceso muy
10 s rotavirus son la causa mas frecuente de diarrea severa y son encontrados en cada rincén del mundo don
(I sde una infeccién asintomdtica hasta diarreas muy severas. La enfermedad ocurre frecuentemente entre lo
12 de edad. El mayor riesgo de sufrir la enfermedad severa estd en la poblacién de bajos recursos econdmi
13 desarrollo de una vacuna para prevenir la diarrea severa causada por rotavirus ha sido un proceso muy ¢
14 ses de edad) y es mayor (88%) contra las diarreas severas (ver Tabla 2); se requieren, al menos, 2 dosi
15 jalea de grosella, distensién abdominal y célicos severos. Es mads frecuente en varones que en las hembr
16 con aire o enema o por cirugia dependiendo de la severidad del cuadro. La tasa de hospitalizacién osci
17 cen alta inmunidad y eficacia contra las diarreas severas. Merck desarrolldé esta vacuna para ser comerc
18 rcados de paises donde la mortalidad y morbilidad severa es de mayor impacto (América Latina, Africa y
19 cas o sintomdticas, protegen contra la enfermedad severa25,26. La cepa original 89-12 fue negociada con
20 andia, la vacuna protegidé contra B5% de los casos severos y 72% contra todos los episodios de rotavirus
21 érica la eficacia fue de 86% contra los episodios severos de diarrea, 93% contra las hospitalizaciones
22 ia, mostraron 93% de eficacia contra las diarreas severas y 73% contra todos los episodios de rotavirus
23 tra todos los episodios de rotavirus de cualguier severidad. Para evaluar la seguridad de la vacuna Rot
24 con demencia en pocos anos constituyéndose en un severo problema de salud piblica y en un impacto econ
25 la patologia vascular cerebral en la aparicién y severidad de los sintomas cognitivos de EA. Son impor

Figure 1 Extract from a concordance search for sever* in the Corpus de referencia del espafiol actual. A filter was applied to

eliminate all but medical texts.

Fernando A. Navarro has described the phenomenon of
the unnecessary loan translation of the term severe to
severo and has also explained how the English word can
have multiple translations in Spanish and why the calque
severo should not be used.?° Very often, the most apt trans-
lation of severe is the Spanish word grave: for example, in
a severe condition translates as en estado grave and severe
trauma can be rendered traumatismo grave. However, con-
trary to what some people believe, grave is not the only
possible translation of the English term severe. The English
word can have other meanings, which can be rendered by
taking advantage of the lexical richness of our language.?”’
In fact, the use of other translations—including intenso and
fuerte—is more common in dermatology. The following are
just a few examples: intenso, itching is severe (el prurito
es intenso) or severe dyspnea (disnea intensa); extenso,
severe psoriasis (psoriasis extenso) or severe rash (erup-
cion cutdnea extensa); and avanzado, severe melanoma
(melanoma avanzado).® Moreover, there are other transla-
tions that should be adapted to the context; for example,
severe acne (acné noduloquistico).*

Therefore, the increasingly common use of the adjec-
tive severo in Spanish is not a valid justification for its use
as a substitute for Spanish adjectives that would result in
a clearer, more accurate, and more scientifically rigorous
text.
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