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INTRODUCTION

Amorcita, close your eyes, take a few calming breaths, and identify how you feel. What are the thoughts running through your mind? ¿Qué sientes en tu cuerpo? How is your spirit? Now open your eyes, and be real with yourself. If you felt anxious, overwhelmed, or even unsure what you felt, you’re not alone.

And, hermana, this is precisely why prioritizing self-care is essential. Due to factors like chronic stress and acculturation, Latinas have higher rates of depression, eating disorders, and suicidal ideation than non-Latine white women. Más allá, we have a shorter life expectancy than most women: Latinas die at higher rates from cervical cancer and may be at greater risk for cardiovascular and cerebrovascular diseases. Taking care of your mind, body, and spirit will help you overcome these obstacles and reclaim the power that is innately yours.

After all, you (or your ancestors) come from a land where women just like you were divine healers who understood the mind-body-soul connection. But along the way, you, y probablemente tu mamá y tu abuela, forgot. It’s not your fault. Hundreds of years ago, that magic in your lineage was stolen by colonizers who viewed your knowledge as a threat. Today your ancient wisdom and practices are whitewashed, packaged, and sold at wildly high prices to a target market that doesn’t include you. Life is hard. Y mija, para ti, a woman juggling the demands of work, home, and life in a society hell-bent on making everything harder because of your ethnicity, race, immigration status, language, class, and/or gender, ’chacha, la cosa está brutal. But you don’t have to let these challenges defeat you. You can choose another path.

Self-Care for Latinas is here to help. You’ll find more than a hundred self-care activities designed by and for Latinas to cultivate your sense of mental, physical, and spiritual wellness, such as:


	Unlearn the lies marianismo taught you.

	Turn reggaetón lyrics into affirmations.

	Rebuild your relationship with cultural foods.

	Embark on your señora era.

	Set boundaries and honor them.



Some exercises will resonate more with you than others. After all, despite a shared cultural background, Latinas don’t lead identical lives. Some make more money. Some are parents. Some have intersecting marginalized identities, like race, immigration status, gender presentation, and sexuality, that compound and make it even more challenging to carve out time for self-care.

But here’s the thing: You’re all worthy of self-care and deserve to take time to nourish yourself—mind, body, and soul. Restore your health and well-being one simple activity at a time with Self-Care for Latinas. Dale, let’s get started.






LETTER TO THE READER

Dear Reader,

Hi, sweet loves! If you picked up this book, you’re likely interested in learning self-care practices that feel culturally relevant to you as someone with roots in Latin America or the Caribbean. As you know, this beautiful region of wondrous terrain, vibrant spirits, complicated politics, and violent colonial histories is made up of people of various races, languages, and cultures.

I, a light-skinned Puerto Rican cis woman who grew up in a Spanglish, lower-income home in the southern US city of East Orlando, Florida, write from my context, one that is likely distinct from yours. Throughout the pages of this book, I sprinkle in Caribbean Spanish, Nuyorican Spanglish, and southern slang, vernacular that is natural to me considering my family’s migrational journeys. I’m cognizant that my language and experiences are not universal, and yet, despite our differences, I believe that the lessons and practices offered in this book could help you on your path toward healing and self-care.

I also want to keep it real with you. While I was writing Self-Care for Latinas, there were many times when impostor syndrome crept in, demanding to know, Who am I to write about self-care? But I reminded myself how that voice withheld key information, like how I’ve dedicated my decade-long career as a journalist to covering Latina body politics and wellness. That’s the thing about the chatter in our heads: It intentionally leaves out critical details so that we can believe its self-sabotaging lies. It was through some of the techniques I discuss in this book that I was able to work through my own self-doubt and write what I hope will be a tool kit you can use to help build your own sense of mental, physical, and spiritual wellness.

While you’re on this journey, I need you to know that we, amores, are living, breathing women with a myriad of emotions that come, go, return for longer, and temporarily disappear until they arise within us once again. This is what it means to be human, mama. And self-care is what allows us to survive life’s seesaw so that we can create big, beautiful lives despite it all. So use what works for you now and hold on to what doesn’t, because ¿quién sabe?, it may be helpful during life’s next sway.

Raquel






WHY LATINAS MUST PRACTICE SELF-CARE

Latinas are bad, ain’t we? I don’t mean this in the spicy, femme fatale way we’ve been stereotyped as for generations, though yeah, we are damn fine too. What I mean is that we are extraordinary in numerous ways. Many of us trace our histories to Indigenous women warriors who battled ruthless colonizers; African women who maintained their spiritualities, tongues, and ways of life at a time when these practices were outlawed; or the few mestizo women who used their racial, economic, and educational privileges to advance women’s rights for those across their Latin American and Caribbean countries and territories. In our bodies and our spirits, we are our ancestors’ divine legacy—the living, breathing, and multiplying prize of struggles waged and won.

But many of us are still fighting. Every day, we wake up in a world that systemically and institutionally harms us. According to Tanya Katerí Hernández’s 2022 book Racial Innocence: Unmasking Latino Anti-Black Bias and the Struggle for Equality, Black Latinas are more likely to be denied access to work and housing. Undocumented Latinas are often exploited and abused by their employers. The Williams Institute at the UCLA School of Law reports that transgender Latinas have a greater risk of being stopped and criminalized by law enforcement; and when incarcerated, they often experience violence when housed with men. On the street, our bodies are hypersexualized. We are viewed as perpetually available for public consumption, putting us at greater risk of sexual violence. At least one-third of Latinas experience intimate partner violence. On the news and in TV shows and movies, our communities are shown as threats to social order: brown foreigners birthing so-called “anchor babies” in the Southwest, menacing Black street kids in northeastern inner cities, and loose girls with bad morals and even lousier tongues in the Southeast.

The media dehumanizes us, compelling us to internalize the myths of our inferiority. We grow to despise the color of our skin, the depth of our cheekbones, the texture of our hair, the shape of our bodies. We become embarrassed by the sound of our mother’s accent, or the nameplate necklace she spent her savings on to gift to us back when we were carefree nenitas, unashamed of the sacred beauty we’d blasphemously be taught to hate.

And amid these external and internal battles, Latinas are expected to carry on. As we say in my matria Puerto Rico, la brega continúa. So we continue to put in long hours at work and accomplish great things despite discrimination and impostor syndrome. We provide physical and emotional care to our families and friends, mentor young people, and participate in local protests and town halls to create change within our communities. With every minute of our days accounted for, our agendas feel too crammed to book time for ourselves. So we continue bregando in the name of survival, silently killing ourselves instead.

Too heavy? I hear you. But know what’s even heavier? The loads of responsibility, untreated trauma, and self-hate you’re carrying on your shoulders. It’s weighing you down, love—physically, mentally, and spiritually—and it’s hurting you in material and nonmaterial ways.

Let’s start with those work and life duties. When your day is so jam-packed that you’re holding in your pee for as long as you can and avoiding getting up to refill your water bottle because you just don’t have the minute to spare, you’re likely to experience burnout. When you’re swamped, you feel overwhelmed, drained, and unable to complete even the most basic task. Burnout causes mental, physical, and emotional stress. Physically, it has been linked to heart disease, diabetes, gastrointestinal issues, high cholesterol, and colds and flus. Mentally, it can lead to insomnia, anxiety, and depressive symptoms.

In addition to burnout, many Latinas are navigating life with untreated traumas. For some, it’s stigma that stops us from getting the help we need. For others, it’s systemic barriers like finances, health insurance, or the scarcity of therapists who speak our languages. But for many of us, it’s simply not being able to identify how our unhealed wounds continue to impact us. When we experience something traumatic, it alters the neural pathways in our brain. These altered pathways influence how we experience the world and cause us to view everyday experiences through a lens of trauma and fear. As a result, some of us experience insomnia or have nightmares and frequent panic attacks. Others develop mental health conditions like eating disorders (ED), obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and dissociative disorders, among other mental illnesses. Physically, untreated traumas can lead to low energy, headaches, chronic pain, cardiovascular disease, and gastrointestinal distress.

Finally, there’s self-hate, or what psychologists sometimes call self-loathing. It describes our extreme self-criticism; those feelings that we are not good enough, smart enough, or pretty enough; that belief that our lives carry less value and, thus, we are unworthy of the good things that other people and communities receive. These ideas don’t come out of thin air. They are learned. For some, these lessons were taught by families who neglected and abused us. For others, they were communicated to us by a society that treats us unfairly and a popular culture that portrays us as a grotesque second class of scheming villains.

Regardless of where you learned to hate yourself, the impact remains dangerous. It robs you of living a full life and cheats you from thriving in your purpose. Self-loathing can also lead to depression, social anxiety, body image issues, and eating disorders. It can even cause self-isolation, where you, alone in your room or apartment, stop moving your body, making you more vulnerable to physical illnesses.

Like I said, sis: The weight of your weekly planner, untreated traumas, and self-hate is heavy, and it’s crushing you. But there is a panacea: self-care. Self-care is about nurturing and nourishing yourself. It means taking the time (or making the time) to do things that revitalize you so that you can live well. It can look like removing some of the weight from your shoulders so that it’s easier for you to carry. Or maybe it’s temporarily putting the load down so that you can rest, replenish, and lift it again, sustainably. Hopefully, it’s a bit of both. After all, self-care isn’t just one thing. It’s about caring for all of you: your mind, your body, and your spirit. In fact, a growing body of research is showing that there is a mind-body-soul connection, and when one (or more) of these is out of alignment, it affects the others.


The Reasons Self-Care Is So Important

Everyone needs to practice self-care, especially you, mami. Research has found that women of color experience health stressors that are directly tied to race, gender, and ancestral trauma.

According to Columbia University professor Robert T. Carter, when we—especially Black and Indigenous Latinas—confront microaggressions, prejudice, discrimination, and violence because of our race (or how our ethnicity has been racialized), we can experience a type of PTSD. This can look like us avoiding people, places, and activities out of fear of violence or discrimination, or being hyperaware of how we present and move in spaces that have historically been unkind, or even dangerous, to us or people like us. It makes it difficult to just be present in our bodies because we feel like we are under surveillance and threat, regardless of whether or not we actually are.

Under a patriarchal society where men have historically held power, women have had to face various disparities. Women suffer sexism in the form of a gender pay gap, diminishing reproductive healthcare, gender violence, and unattainable beauty ideals. The sexism we as Latinas encounter is often compounded by issues related to race, ethnicity, and/or culture. The wage gap is wider for us than it is for non-Latine white women, and our communities are usually among the hardest hit when our reproductive rights are rescinded. Even more, we confront gender roles and expectations from both of our cultures, including the machismo and marianismo of our countries of origin, as well as the racialized and/or xenophobic sexism we encounter in the lands we’ve migrated to around the world. All of this impacts our well-being. It makes it harder to navigate the world in our bodies, causing us unnecessary stress. Additionally, it contributes to our internalization of racism, sexism, and xenophobia that too often leads to our self-hate.

As if that weren’t enough, emerging research is finding that the traumatic events that our ancestors endured could impact us as well, even if we did not personally experience them. Ancestral trauma posits that if your parents or ancestors lived through traumatic events, then you, too, could feel the repercussions. This concept was first explored by psychiatrist Dr. Vivian M. Rakoff in 1966, who found that the offspring of Holocaust survivors experienced negative mental health outcomes, not unlike those who had suffered under the Nazis. More recently, clinical psychologist Dr. Joy DeGruy has studied how the enslavement of Africans in the United States continues to impact the habits, practices, behaviors, perspectives, and fears of Black Americans today.

Ancestral trauma has been attributed to both internal and external factors. Scientists who study epigenetics, an area that probes how people’s environments and behaviors can affect how their genes work, have found that ancestral trauma can alter the DNA structure in the progeny of trauma victims in a process called epigenetic inheritance. As many Black Latinas are the descendants of enslaved Africans, 90 percent of whom were taken to Latin America and the Caribbean, and Indigenous Latinas come from communities that survived genocide, it’s also likely that these Latinas could experience a form of ancestral trauma. The same could be said of those whose ancestors lived through other traumatic experiences.




How and When to Practice Self-Care

It’s time to start healing. To do this, you need to prioritize your well-being. You need to take care of yourself. You need to practice self-care, and you need to ensure that you focus on your mind, body, and soul. And guess what: You need to start now. You can’t keep putting off your well-being for some day in the future when your schedule clears. It won’t be clear until you adopt the tools and exercises to help you create more balance in your life. This work takes time, so start today and commit to practicing at least one self-care exercise or action every day. Yeah, ma, todos los días. I’ll show you how. The self-care ideas in this book are broken down into three categories—mind, body, and spirit—to help you focus your attention on key areas.



MENTAL SELF-CARE

Self-care is multifaceted, but we are starting with the mind because what happens in your head often has a direct impact on your body and soul. The stories you tell yourself have the power to motivate you into physical action or can keep you idle, unable to get out of bed, lolling around in a dingy white T-shirt that belonged to an ex. Bring back any memories?

Speaking of memories, the reason you have to prioritize your mental health is that so much of what you experience throughout your life, and especially during the infancy-to-late-twenties period when your brain is developing, is stored like a shadow in your brain. Your brain carries lessons and memories as well as the emotions tied to them. So, when a person experiences a traumatic event—like watching their father assault their mother, being ripped away from a caretaker by immigration enforcement, or experiencing sexual abuse—the memory is imprinted on the amygdala, the part of the brain that holds the emotional significance of the event. After the trauma, the brain can easily be triggered by sounds, smells, and sights that recall the fear or pain of the experience, whether there is any real physical danger or not. For others, the memories could be hidden in the brain in its attempt to protect against re-experiencing the stress and emotional suffering of recalling the event. But these suppressed memories can still show up through debilitating mental conditions like anxiety, eating disorders, OCD, depression, PTSD, and dissociative disorders.

While traumatic experiences can alter the way you view and move through life, your brain has the power to change and adapt through a process called neuroplasticity. It’s like a human superpower, allowing you to rewire your brain and reframe your world. Through healthy mental exercises, like the self-care actions you’ll learn and practice in the pages ahead, you can work through the suffering that has been holding you hostage, develop healthful coping strategies, and, ultimately, rewrite your narrative. This, amor, is how you free yourself and create peace, love, and balance in your own mind.




PHYSICAL SELF-CARE

Your brain isn’t the only part of your body that stores those painfully debilitating experiences of your past; your body does too. Your body cells hold an imprint of your past traumatic events and, when left unprocessed, this can make you susceptible to physical ailments.

Think about how your body usually responds when you are mentally unwell. Maybe your stomach hurts when you’re anxious. Or you get a headache when you’re enraged. Or you have trouble sleeping when you’re grieving. Your body reacts physically to how you feel emotionally, and paying attention to the sensations that arise allows you to decode the messages your body is sharing with you about what it needs to be healthy. It could be asking you to eat, rest, cry, or move. If you don’t listen, or ignore your body’s intelligence and calls for care, you become susceptible to severe physical health conditions, like strokes, heart attacks, diabetes, and cancer.

Culturally, we’ve been taught to minimize the aches and pains in our bodies. We’ve seen our mamis work through physical agony because they felt like they couldn’t risk missing work. We’ve watched our tías drink soups and teas like medicine to soothe the symptoms of untreated illnesses. It’s time to end this cycle of shrugging off or only praying away pain, and instead shower your body with the love and care it deserves by listening to it and giving it the rest and/or movement it’s asking for.





SPIRITUAL SELF-CARE

When you care for yourself mentally and physically, your spiritual health is able to thrive. In fact, many world religions refer to bodies as holy temples that must be honored, understanding that spiritual well-being is tied to the health of the vessel containing it. But spiritual work isn’t exclusive to the pious. Whether you follow a religion or spiritual practice or not, your inner being—your soul’s voice, as author and therapist Christine Gutierrez calls it—needs to be heard so that your spirit can be properly cared for.

Your soul is the part of you that has always existed. It’s the part of you that felt sad when someone swatted an insect even after it bit you. It’s the part of you that stood up for the kid being bullied at school (or felt guilty for not having the courage to say something). It’s the part of you that dreams about sprawling among a field of girasoles or bathing in a waterfall that runs through your home country. Your soul is the part of you that is connected to the universe and to the energy in all life—land, animal, and human.

Taking care of your spirit allows you to stay connected to that which you can’t see. Trauma, grief, hate, and violence rupture these relationships. You become confused, believing you are alone in your despair. Soul work reminds you that you are not alone—that your fulfillment, your purpose, and your equilibrium emerge when you are in community with the spirits that surround you.

Taking care of your soul can sound like a silent prayer or like yelling the lyrics to a song by La India in your car. It’s making sure you are feeding your spirit with una cucharita de abuelita’s sopita daily. Taking care of your soul is how you fall in love with yourself and your life. It’s what gives you the permission to be your full self and respect your mind and body as they are, ever changing, ever growing, and ever dazzling.







You Deserve Tender, Revolutionary Self-Care

Self-care is transformative. Self-care has the power to heal and revive—and you are so deserving of resurrection, mi amor. You owe it to yourself to go all in so that you can experience lasting change. This doesn’t mean that the roads stop winding or that you go through life without the baggage of your past. It means you can better navigate the turns ahead and can transfer the load on your back to one of those maletas with the spinner wheels. You know, the fancy ones.

Scholar Gloria Anzaldúa once said, “I change myself, I change the world.” And in so many ways, this is what self-care is all about. Self-care is making the decision to choose yourself in a world and culture that tell you as a Latina that you should be self-sacrificial. But who does your self-immolation serve? Not you, not your community, and not the generations that will follow you. Writer and professor Audre Lorde defined self-care as “an act of political warfare.” It’s “self-preservation” so that you can continue breathing, moving, creating, loving, laughing, and showing up for yourself and each other in a menacing world.

Self-care is intrinsically tied to community care. If you choose to heal, you interact with all living beings more kindly. When you break unhealthy family cycles, you mark the end of ancestral traumas. And when you speak to yourself affectionately, you gift the next generation of Latinas with a sense of self-love and self-worth. It’s time, mi vida. It’s time to prioritize your well-being, and I’m honored to be the one who treks with you down a path of tender, revolutionary self-care.
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Destigmatize Mental Health

It’s a part of many mental wellness campaigns these days: Mental health conditions don’t discriminate. But growing up in a Latine home, you’re taught a different lesson: Esas son cosas de gringos—white American people’s problems. When someone within your community happens to prove this mistaken cultural theory wrong by displaying any form of mental distress, it’s at best minimized to “los nervios”—the jitters, their nerves acting up—and at worst gets them labeled “una loca.”

In both cases, it’s rare the individual gets the support they actually need. While Latines show similar susceptibility to mental illness as other communities, we are less likely to receive care. According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, about 35 percent of Latine adults with mental illness get treatment, compared to the US average of 46 percent. This means that more than half of the Latines who are struggling with conditions like anxiety, depression, PTSD, eating disorders, suicidal ideation, and other mental illnesses are not receiving treatment; and without adequate help, these conditions often worsen.

Don’t get me wrong. The reasons for this disproportion in care don’t entirely fall on Latines. We face several barriers to mental health treatment beyond social stigma—financial, cultural, and linguistic, to name a few. But in order to destigmatize mental health, you first have to understand that anyone—regardless of race, ethnicity, language, immigration status, class, or sexual orientation—can experience mental illness. And that includes me and you, amor. Acknowledgment is the first step toward healing. Normalize talking about mental health and use compassionate language when doing so. Finally, detach seeking professional help from weakness and shame, and recognize it for the powerful act of self-love that it is.









Release the Guilt That Comes with Self-Care

For Latinas, the act of caring for yourself usually comes with a sickening side of guilt. And that mindset is understandable when you think about how many Latinas were raised by elders who toiled day and night, weekday and weekend. You may have watched as people who looked like you, who informed your habits and core beliefs, labored without rest. So you internalized the idea that this is what you must do as well, this is what survival looks like, this is what life as a Latina is. It doesn’t help that some parts of the wellness industry have distorted self-care into a marketing scheme for high-priced skin moisturizers, Instagrammable cottage retreats, and $20 smoothies.

Even if you can afford to stop, breathe, and rest, you may believe that you have no right to. When you grow up watching your family sacrifice their health, hours, and joy to create opportunities for you, you might feel like self-care is undeserved and shameful. But it’s not.

In taking the time to nourish yourself—mind, body, and spirit—you aren’t just honoring your needs and desires—you’re honoring theirs as well. When you come up for air, you show them that their sacrifices weren’t in vain. When you rest, you empower them to do the same while giving them the tools to do so. And when you allow yourself to recharge, you commit to your self-preservation so that you, like them, can take care of your communities—sustainably.

So stop pushing your body into chronic pain in order to be more productive, and cease apologizing for giving yourself the rest, sustenance, and attention you need and deserve.
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Everyone experiences moments of anguish and despair, and
Latinas are no exception. This section is designed to sup-
port you in working through mental stressors and emotional
wounds. On the following pages, you'll find suggested actions,
exercises, and coping strategies to help you deal with, navigate,
and process psychological and emotional strains.

As a Latina, some of these practices may be new to you.
Even the tips you might've heard before may not have been
modeled to you. Allow this section to be your guide. Some
actions will encourage you to treat yourself with rest or play,
because respite is absolutely critical to your mental well-being.
Others will require you to dig deep and confront traumas you
have (understandably) been avoiding for a long time. This
process won't always feel comfortable, but with patience and
practice it will lead you to healing and growth.

As you know, the challenges, microaggressions, triggers,
and cultural expectations that arise in the daily lives of Latinas
never seem to stop. To counter these, you'll find tips that are
made to fit into your everyday schedule. This tool kit of health-
ful exercises and strategies will help you work through trauma,
minimize stressful situations, and find mental calm whenever
and wherever you need to. It’s time to prioritize your mental
health. Ya es tiempo.
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