












To my mother
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The 7 Latina Power Strengths

When I was about seven years old, I played almost every day with my next door neighbor, Miguelito. In fact, we had so much fun together that we promised each other we would get married when we grew up. One day, as we were building our “tent house” out of blankets and dining room chairs, my mother and my great-aunt, Tía Rosa, called me over. They had heard Miguelito and me talking about our future marriage, and they said to me, “Ani, when you grow up, you must look for a man to marry who has enough money, so that you’ll have a good future for yourself.” I remember feeling disgusted with what they said. And I very spontaneously answered back, “You don’t have to worry about that, because I will be the one making the money.” That brief conversation stayed in my mind always—and since then I have told myself that I would never look for pesos in a man. I would choose a husband based on other things—because I would make the money myself. I was right—and I did.

I think that the kind of passionate and focused determination I had then—and still have—is inherent in all Latinas. The challenge is to recognize such qualities in ourselves and to use them to get where we want to go in life. As Latinas, we always have succeeded in holding our families together, managing relationships, raising our children, surviving crises, making our pennies count. Now these abilities can help us qualify for the careers we envision and for the bigger job of creating a better society.

The idea for Latina Power came to me over a period of years, as I noticed how many creative, determined, courageous Latinas had overcome various obstacles to fulfill their dreams and make a difference in the world. And it struck me that, contrary to what many people think about Latino culture holding women back, the reasons for these women’s successes lay in the very qualities which have their roots in our cultural origins. As I began to look more closely at the success stories of Latinas from all walks of life, I identified seven core Latina Power Strengths that we develop as a result of being born into a Latino family and/or growing up in a Latino community. In this chapter we’re going to explore these qualities, and then you’ll have a chance to identify which of them are most strongly apparent in your own life by taking a self-evaluation test at the end of the chapter. As the book unfolds you’ll learn how to capitalize on each of these seven qualities as you hear from successful Latinas who have enriched their lives and the lives of those around them by doing just that.

Perhaps the quality that stands out in your mind, the one that was emphasized the most to girls in your family, is to be “giving.” I know that in most Latino families women are taught to be giving—to your husband, to your children, to other people’s children, to your extended family, to your community. And in Latino families everywhere, girls continue to learn from their mothers and grandmothers, who embody la sufrida y abnegada, that it is a woman’s responsibility to give their lives totally to the welfare of their children and family. For some of our abuelas y mamis the challenge was especially great, because they had many children and had to work outside the home to support them, in addition to doing all the housework and child care. Often our mothers or aunts or grandmothers worked from sunrise until late at night in order to get it all done. And they did all of this with orgullo de si mismas.

That sense of female devotion and sacrifice is ingrained in us, but we may feel ambivalent about it—both appreciating and resenting it at the same time. We wonder if there isn’t a way of life—beyond what the older women in our families experienced—that could bring us more personal fulfillment. What I hope you’ll discover by reading this book is the powerful untapped side to that “givingness” that we inherit from our Latino culture: our capacity to give to and nourish ourselves. Having learned so well how to be giving, we can now give some of that attention, love, sacrifice, and devotion to ourselves. We can be as giving to ourselves as we are to others, and in doing so we can accomplish great things. We can not only feel more fulfilled in our lives and make a contribution to the world outside our families, but we can be role models to our children so that they’ll know they can go out and accomplish great things for themselves too.

Surpassing Family Expectations

A Bit of Personal History

 

Neither of my parents had a high school education. My father’s priority was to work when he was a teenager, because making money to survive was more important than going to school. My mother was an excellent student, but when she was fifteen her father died and she had to drop out of school in order to work and support herself and her family. So even though my parents understood the value of higher education, neither of them had personally experienced the benefits of it.

Although my mother always wanted me to marry and have children, she believed that a woman should not depend on a man completely. One reason she gave was that some men can be abusive, so she believed that it is always good to have your own career in case the marriage doesn’t last. Another reason was unspoken: She once had envisioned a career for herself, but due to the financial strain on her family after her father passed away, she couldn’t pursue it. So she placed those expectations—and those dreams—on me. She thought I was smart and that I should go for it. And yet, at the same time, given the practical world and culture in which we lived, my mom wanted me to know how to cook, clean house, knit, sew, wash clothes, and raise children—because I would need those skills when I got married. So both messages were there in her dealings with me.

As a preteen and teenager I absolutely hated having to do household chores, but I excelled in math and science. My parents were very concerned, because they believed a woman needed to have those domestic skills in order to be a good housewife. What would my destiny be? they worried. My father decided that I should learn a marketable skill, in case misfortune should strike and I couldn’t find a husband. Actually, that concern probably stemmed from the fact that I was very rebellious, so my parents were worried that no man would be able to tolerate this in me. I wasn’t the typical niña obediente who did all her housework and would fit easily into the homemaker role. So when I was a teenager my dad took me to meet a friend of his who owned a beauty school in Buenos Aires and enrolled me in it. I hated it, and after about three months I dropped out. Again my parents worried, “What is she going to do with her future?” With my father’s prominent example foremost in my mind—he had done well in business without a formal education—I told myself at the age of fifteen that I didn’t need to finish school: “Why have all this stress in my life when I can be successful without a high School diploma?”

I set out to prove to my parents—and to myself—that I didn’t need an education. Having learned how to type, I started looking for a job. I went on a couple of interviews, and finally someone called back wanting to hire me. He told me that, even though my office skills weren’t that sharp, I could work for him. There was a catch, though. I would not only have to do office work, I would be expected to do “private work” for him as well—the implication being that I would have to perform certain unsavory favors for him. That was an eye-opener for me! This man confirmed the warning my mother had given me about abusive men. So now I was even more convinced that I needed to be independent, that I needed to rely only on myself. At that point I decided that I was going to finish high school and get a college education so that I could get a job where I would be the one in power. A job I would not only enjoy but one in which no one could ever attempt to abuse me in anyway.

After completing high school I went for a vocational evaluation with a psychologist. I loved what she was doing, and for the first time I became aware of the field of psychology and was very intrigued. I told the psychologist that I loved science, and she responded with encouragement, telling me that I certainly had the skills to embark on a scientific career. Walking home that day I started to think about becoming a professor in math or chemistry. I enrolled myself in a university program to become a high school math and physics teacher and continued with it for a year. Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about how interesting it would be to have a job like that of the psychologist with whom I had met. That could be me someday if I chose that path!

So after a year of majoring in science, I changed my career objective and began to study psychology. At that point I was mature enough to consider what I really wanted to do in life, rather than only thinking in terms of my present skills. I was wising up and beginning to focus on my mission in life—to help people with their problems and guide them at different stages in their lives, as that psychologist had done with me. A dream and a goal were born.

Although my mother was delighted that I was pursuing a higher education, she was 100 percent against my going into a career as a psychologist. Having never had any contact with a psychologist or a psychiatrist at that time in her life, she felt that psychologists ran the risk of taking on the problems of others, and she was concerned that sooner or later I would become deeply troubled myself. As for my father, he wondered why I needed a career at this point, since I had a boyfriend who was in medical school. “Why do you need to work for a living if you’re going to marry a doctor?” he asked me. On the other hand, he was very proud of me for having such lofty goals. He just didn’t really trust that I would complete a program of study and have a career. But I believed in myself. I got a job and paid for my own university education.

Actually, my enthusiasm and my persistence in striving for a rewarding career had to do with the very qualities my parents had instilled in me. My father had a passion for everything in life, and he passed that wonderful trait on to me. He taught all of us kids that there were no barriers, that we could do whatever we wanted to do and be our own bosses. He was also streetwise. He gave me the sense that if I didn’t know something, I could learn it, rather than depend on other people. He showed me how to take risks and to never tell myself “no.” And he taught me another very important thing, for which I am immensely grateful: how to be proud of my own achievements, even when they were minor. To praise myself.

And my mother? She was always a hard worker; nothing could prevent her from doing what needed to be done to keep our family together. She worked from early in the morning until late at night—at home and helping my dad with his business. And as much as she talked about marriage and family being important things for a woman, she repeatedly told me when I was a child and a teenager that going to school is the most exciting time in your life. Being in school as a young girl was certainly the happiest, most fulfilling time in her own life, and she had yearned to pursue her education further. But her ambition had been thwarted, so despite her reservations about my career, she was glad for me that I had continued what she had only begun. She always told me “You can lose many things in life—money, people that you love, jobs—but you can never lose your education. What you learn in life belongs to you.” The way my mother talked to me about her own experiences, I got the message that getting an education meant “getting the power.” And that message continues to inspire me.

Although they initially had doubts about where I was headed and hadn’t envisioned for me the kind of career I ended up pursuing, my parents were incredibly proud of me as I strove to reach my goals. My father never had expected such achievements from me. He hadn’t really encouraged or motivated me to go to college, because it wasn’t a realistic concept for him. Women in professions were the rare exception at that time in Argentina, and he never thought that I could be that exceptional. For my father several decades ago, “a woman was supposed to be a woman” and remain in the home. But when I got my doctorate and became a psychologist, he would tell everyone, “Oh, meet my daughter; she is a doctor.” He was also very proud of my brother Bruno, who has a Ph.D. as well (in business administration), but having a daughter who was a doctor—wow! He bragged about me because to him my accomplishment as a woman was so unusual and therefore so wonderful! As my achievements expanded—having a private practice in Buenos Aires and becoming director of psychology at the Instituto Uriburu there; later opening my private practice in Los Angeles, Riverside, and Orange Counties, heading a nonprofit organization and working within the Latino community here; hosting my radio and television talk shows, Aquí Entre Nos; writing my weekly column for La Opinión; writing my first book; giving numerous workshops and conference presentations—his and my mom’s pride in me expanded as well.

Getting a higher education is a concept that is—or was—unfamiliar to some Latino parents, so some of them cannot envision it either for themselves or for their children. And because they can’t foresee the possibility of their daughters and sons attaining such high academic goals, they don’t motivate their children to strive for them. If this is the case in your family, I want to tell you one very important thing: It doesn’t matter. You don’t need to be told “Go to college, head up your own company, or develop your creativity.” You don’t need to be told what your goals should be. Certainly it can be empowering when your family encourages you to pursue your goals. But if they don’t, you can motivate yourself. You can find role models, you can point yourself in the direction you choose, and you can work toward a life you design for yourself.

As you think about your dreams and the goals you want to attain to make them a reality, they may seem very different from the expectations put forth by society or your family. I think you’ll discover as you read further, however, that some of your greatest strengths come from those who raised you and were closest to you. Our objective is to put those strengths to work in such a way that you can realize your full and magnificent Latina Power!

The 7 Strengths

Although we Latinas already possess the traits that can help us attain more success in life, we are not always aware of our natural gifts and how to use them. Before I introduce you to the 7 Latina Power Strengths I’d like to place them in context by reviewing Carl Jung’s notion of archetypes and the collective unconscious.

Carl Jung, an early disciple of Sigmund Freud, expanded the notion of the unconscious to include the “collective unconscious,” which contains those acts and mental patterns shared either by members of a culture or universally by all human beings. He talked about how these mental patterns are arranged as archetypes, images and symbols that are seen in dreams or fantasies and that appear as themes in mythology, religion, and fairy tales. Archetypes are deep and abiding presences in the human psyche that remain powerful throughout our lives. They may even be coded into the makeup of the human brain.

While all human beings share key archetypal patterns, archetypes can vary according to culture. We can identify the archetypes in our own culture by observing the strengths we Latinas have in common: how we act; how we interpret our reality; how we shape our lives and the lives, of our families. Although there are more than seven such archetypes or strengths, I selected seven because in my experience and in interviewing successful Latinas, I found these to be the essential ones we possess and which can help us to develop our fullest potential.

These core strengths define our ability to be who we are, our style of interacting with our family and other people, our relationships with our environment and society, and the manifestations of our spirituality. By exploring them, we can become more aware of our essential identities and what our greatest potentials might be. It’s fascinating to consider that these strengths, or archetypes, have been in our culture for centuries. But while our personal and cultural histories have influenced our psychological makeups in this way, we now can have a more direct influence on how these strengths play out in our lives.

As you read about the 7 Latina Power Strengths, you will recognize them immediately. They will be as familiar to you as members of your family, because they are aspects of you. Some of these traits may already be well developed within you, due to the influence of your family or your spiritual or social environment. But each of them needs some reinforcement to be working actively to our advantage, to the point where we feel authentically fulfilled and happy with who we are. We have a choice. We can stick complacently with the status quo and neglect to develop these precious traits to the fullest. Or we can work consciously toward making these strengths dominant in our lives so that we become the mujeres we were meant to be.

We women like to talk about potential. We tend to see the potential in everybody else, especially in the men in our lives. But it’s often hard for us to see our own. Latinas tend to be so humble that we don’t recognize our most promising or impressive qualities until someone else points them out to us. We seem to believe that if we acknowledge our strengths we will be perceived as pretenciosas. But this acknowledgment of who we are and what we can become can be the first step in expanding and enriching our lives. As you’ll discover throughout the book, these strengths are aspects of our true selves, and they can lead us to our greatest potential if we invest our energy into developing them.

This journey of self-discovery may be intimidating because it will require you to reconsider your own identity. However, there is no reason to fear that you will stop being yourself; rather, you will expand the truth of who you are by considering new possibilities and opening yourself to unexplored ideas and experiences. In fact, the journey is never completed. In a truly involved life, we continue to discover aspects of ourselves that we can help to flower and flourish—and this process becomes the challenging adventure that life is intended to be.

So let’s now examine these powerful strengths that we’ve all inherited from our culture and families—and see how they can help us to blossom and succeed.

1: Espéritu Creativo (Creative Spirit)

Latinas always have had to use their creativity in order to survive. Whether it was finding a way to stretch our income, improving our economic circumstances by moving to another country or another town, struggling against political persecution, securing better opportunities for our children, or using our creativity to deal with an unsupportive or abusive spouse or family member, Latinas have proven over and over again that a creative spirit can overcome just about any problem or barrier.

Creativity also is related to intuition, which seems to be intrinsic to all women. Our intuition helps us tap into our espíritu creativo, and we use it to choose creatively what is best for us. It has been said that every woman has an extra, or “sixth,” sense—that of intuition. And it’s true. It’s not that men don’t have it; it’s just that women, because we have been trained to be more in touch with our emotions and our inner selves, are more aware of our intuitive powers. It is my belief that Latinas have an especially strong intuitive sense because we enjoy a particularly close connection to nature, the ultimate creative force.

In addition to our intuitive strengths and our use of creativity to survive life’s challenges, most Latinas—approximately 80 percent—have the added benefit of being a creative blend of European and Native American cultures, which means that they tend to have a broad perspective on life. They not only have the ability to understand more than one cultural reality, but similar to children of intermarriages, they embody two traditions and therefore are likely to draw upon their creative spirits in order to integrate both. Mestizos are a unique race, and I believe that their inheritance of two distinct cultures feeds their inclination toward creativity.

Creativity isn’t just about being an artist or a writer. Being creative leads us to new ideas and to transforming them into action. We can use our espíritu creativo to envision our personal goals and come up with ingenious ways to turn dreams into reality. Imagine how you might shape your own future by becoming more intuitive and more creative in thinking about your options. As you become more aware of your strengths and more acquainted with your inner self, your creative spirit will help guide you to the pursuits that fit with who you are.

When you recall the goals you set as a young person, think about whether they reflected your own dreams or the messages you got from your parents or society. To what extent was your espíritu creativo involved? There is no limit to how far your creative vision can take you—if you let it.

2: The Aguantadora’s Passionate Determination

This trait is derived from the personal experiences of generations of Latinos who have had to endure hardship. Tenacidad de aguantar Loa dificultades de la vida, or tenacity in enduring life’s difficulties, is even referred to in the Aztec codices, a systematic description of Aztec ideals and values written from the perspective of the Aztec nobility, which described the most important virtues parents ought to teach their daughters. An aguantadora’s attitude is crucial for enduring life’s obstacles and remaining passionately focused on your aspirations.

A common belief is that if you’re determined enough, and you work hard enough, you can reach whatever goals you envision. We Latinas have an edge when it comes to determination and working hard, because we’re brought up to be aguantadoras—to be resilient in the face of obstacles and to persevere no matter what. Latino culture continues to teach us to endure and persist, and we do so automatically, without bitterness. In fact, most of us are passionate in our determination to work hard and get ahead.

But whereas in the past many Latinas interpreted “Aguántate, mujer” or “Endure, woman” to mean we should simply endure hardships and “take it,” now we are using our tenacity to reach our own personal goals. Throughout their lives, our abuelas and mothers have embodied the aguantadora’s perseverance. As you come to acknowledge your history and strengths, you’ll feel more resilient and more able to confront whatever disappointments or hardships you may encounter on your path. And you’ll be inspired to use your aguantadora’s drive to go after the new goals you’ve set for yourself.

3: The Comadre’s Networking Ability

Sometimes I think Latinas were the ones to invent networking. Whenever our families or communities need help, we reach out to each other, put our cabezas together and figure out the most effective way to solve our problems. We employ our networking skills each time we make arrangements to take care of each other’s children or provide help to the sick and elderly in our families and neighborhoods. As Latinas we’ve learned how to be resourceful by making use of our close female contacts—our closely connected group of amigas and neighbors. And we get the job done!

But are we as savvy when it comes to using our comadre network to further our personal goals? If it’s true that networking is one of the most essential skills on the path to success, then there’s no excuse for any Latina to be left behind, because counseling and helping, conferring and organizing with our comadres comes naturally for us. Later in the book we’ll go into more detail about how you can utilize your comadre networking skills in order to develop the life you aspire to. You’ll discover how relatives, friends, and community contacts can become a valuable comadre network of support. We’ll be talking about how you can form “comadre circles” that empower members to pursue their life goals, accomplish political objectives, heal from traumatic life events, and more.

Also, whether you’re interested in starting up a business, finding a mentor who can guide you in making beneficial career moves, or identifying people who can advise you regarding educational options, it’s all about being connected, no? And we Latinas have been connecting all our lives because our culture encourages women to foster a nurturing bond and help each other out. Our abuelitas and moms always have benefited from the strength and spiritual dimensions of their female friendships, and now we can use this meaningful way of relating to our comadres to help each other go after our life goals.

4: The Diplomática’s Discretion

Diplomacy is a trait we’ve inherited because women have had to be the diplomats within large extended families. With so many divergent opinions being expressed in nearly every Latino family, isn’t it usually we women who find a way to create a common ground and bring people together? Learning from our mothers, tías, and grandmothers how to smooth things over among family members is part of every Latina’s upbringing. In our culture women are expected to bridge the gap between warring family factions so that la familia is preserved.

Diplomacia plays an equally important role in every endeavor where human beings have to get along and deal with each other, whether it’s you and your college professor, the other members of your law firm or community organization, your fellow congresswomen and -men, or the customers who come into your restaurant. Knowing how to communicate diplomatically and effectively with coworkers, clients, students, or bosses—despite conflicting perspectives—can mean the difference between losing the trust of those with whom you work and forging strong relationships that ensure your success. We’ve learned to be diplomáticas in our families; now we can use our talent for tact and discretion to benefit our lives outside the home.

5: The Atrevida’s Courage

Sticking to the safest, most well-worn path is not the way Latinas go through life. Perhaps it is because we have had to be courageous and take risks in order to survive, so we’re prepared to face the unexpected. From generation to generation our people often have had to uproot themselves, to seek work in foreign cities, towns, or even countries, and learn to adapt to new customs. Our parents and grandparents had the courage to carve out new lives for themselves, often against great odds.

As women we know that in order to survive sometimes we must be an atrevida. We never would let our children suffer, and we therefore do whatever is necessary for them to have a better life than we may have had. We don’t think twice about searching for a way to make that happen, even if it involves personal risk. We’re able to tap into the atrevida side of ourselves because, as Latinas, we have a brave heritage and we carry that within us.

As well, we have the experience of having had to fight certain personal battles courageously. Very often we’ve had to rebel against what our family or our culture has told us is “appropriate” for women in order to follow our own mission in life. Having the guts and the energy to say “I’m going to become an atrevida and take an alternate route” makes us strong. And we can use this empowering trait to take productive risks in our careers. Having the courage to take those chances that could bring us closer to our dreams can mean the difference between stagnating and thriving.

Being an atrevida is not only about taking risks, though; it’s also about having a goal and taking consistent, bold steps toward it. If you take only safe steps, chances are you’ll never develop new skills or fulfill your potential. Rather, you’ll be like a child with an overprotective mother, listening only to your cautious inner voice and perpetuating the myth that women are the sexo débil.

Later you’ll get a chance to discover how much of an atrevida you have been and are willing to become in order to move forward with your life’s dreams and goals. We’ll also talk about the important differences between a wise risk and an unwise one, so that you understand when to take chances in your career and when to hold back and wait for better opportunities.

6: The Malabarista’s Balance

Our ability to balance responsibilities comes naturally to us because as Latinas we must juggle a variety of duties to our immediate families, our extended families, and our communities. Learning how to apportion our time between family and career is especially important for Latinas, for whom family is always a priority.

As Latinas we are taught to balance our commitments to our parents, spouse, children, extended families, communities, and spiritual life. Although it often seems overwhelming, we somehow manage to accomplish all the things that are expected of us. Many Latinas are now incorporating another element into this balancing act: dedication to oneself, giving oneself the time and space to develop personal goals, which often include a higher education and a career.

We each can learn to enhance our sense of balance so that we have the energy and the time to devote to both our family and our work outside the home. This balancing of trabajo y familia is extremely important, because otherwise we unconsciously may sabotage our success as a way to assuage our guilt for being working mothers and wives. It is equally important that we strive for and maintain a sense of inner balance, which can only be achieved when we give enough time to ourselves and to those things that make us feel whole.

7: La Reina’s Confidence and Strength

A belief in ourselves as reinas stems from our culture’s reverence for and reliance on women. It always has been our designated role to be competent and strong, to make family decisions, and to transmit our culture to our children. We also can use our queenly confidence, wisdom, and sense of responsibility in a spiritual manner to enhance all other aspects of our lives, including our professional or business capabilities.

The Latino culture always has taught its girls that a woman’s highest achievement is to become reina del hogar. Although this sounded great in the past, many Latinas began to wonder “Is that all there is?” We now realize that there is much more to life than home, and that it is now every Latina’s option to extend her reinado to the world outside her family. We have options all around us and can create opportunities where none seemed to exist before.

Although Latinas are beginning to assume positions of power throughout the world, Latino culture continues to be ambivalent about the essential value of women. On the one hand, women have had limited power outside the home. On the other, every Latino man honors his mother, sometimes to the point of viewing her as the embodiment of the Virgin Mary or the Virgen de Guadalupe. A woman’s sons and daughters come to her for advice, wisdom, and warmth. The term reina del hogar signifies the strongest female position of power within the household, and the respect and sense of prominence that go along with that role give women an inner strength and confidence.

A Latina’s inner sense of self-worth, derived from the high value our culture places on her role within the home, can be shifted over to developing our power as reinas in every aspect of our lives. As you continue to read this book, you’ll learn how to transfer your queenly position from your home to your chosen field of endeavor outside the home. Ultimately becoming la reina you were meant to be is about feeling “worth it” in the broadest sense of the word. It’s about feeling that you’re worthy of owning and fulfilling your own dreams.

A Few Precautions as You Begin This Powerful Journey

Although we’ve been discussing the positive aspects of each Latina Power strength, we also should be aware that over- or underemphasizing any one of these qualities can have a negative impact. We can refer to this harmful outcome as the “shadow side” of each strength. Too much atrevida risk-taking, for example, may result in unwise decisions or unnecessary losses; too little can hold you back from pursuing your dreams. Being overly diplomatic may cause you to withhold a truth that needs to be expressed, while too little diplomacy can cause you to alienate those with whom you’re dealing. Balance will be the key in developing your Latina Power strengths so that they serve you in the best possible way. Throughout the book I will point out the shadow sides of each strength, what to watch out for, and steps you can take to insure that you embody the seven archetypes in a balanced way.

You should also know that you may encounter some negative reactions as you begin your journey toward becoming a more powerful woman. In this process of developing yourself, you may find that other people are disapproving. This is usually because changes can produce fear of the unknown. We are heading into a new role for ourselves, and that can create considerable anxiety in others, which can in turn lead to their resistance to our plans. In their effort to try to protect us—because women are supposed to be protected in the Latino culture—our families or our spouses may try to hold us back from what they think could harm us. This is a justifiable motive, but the reality is that we don’t need to be protected from choosing what we want in life. Being protected, in this case, means being restricted.

If this scenario rings true for you, you will need to decide if you want to give in to the fears that others may have or continue to pursue your own vision. In contrast to what we’ve always been told—that doing things for others is more important than doing them for ourselves—developing our powerful strengths is a process we unapologetically engage in for our own betterment. No one needs to agree with you; nobody needs to support you; nobody needs to endorse what you’re doing. This is a journey that requires only a one-person send-off committee: you.

What We Mean by “Power”

The meaning of the word “power” also needs clarifying so that we’re thinking about it in a way that is most beneficial to our personal growth as well as to the communities, cities, and nations of which we are part. By becoming powerful we are not aiming to have power over anyone else or to displace other groups of people. Sociologists define power as the ability to influence others, and this can take many forms: a politician’s power, a writer’s power, a businesswoman’s power, a scientist’s power, an artist’s power, a mother’s power. Latina Power is about our desire and ability to fulfill our human potential, to influence and empower other Latinas with the examples our lives provide, and to thereby enhance the world community to which we belong.

As women we are keenly aware of the fact that our gender has not always wielded power outside the home. And as Latinas in particular we have struggled with the constraint our culture has placed on us by advocating that we be content with our role as reina del hogar, just as many of our aunts and mothers and grandmothers seemed to be. We were told that it was our duty to be mothers and housewives exclusively, to transmit our values and culture to our children, and that these important roles negated the need to be involved in the world. But the women’s movement instigated sweeping changes that would have seemed impossible to our abuelitas. These fundamental institutional and cultural shifts have resulted in today’s women being able to pursue careers in whatever fields we choose. The last thirty years have seen gender barriers broken down, new opportunities made available to us, and women from all classes and ethnic backgrounds working hard to take advantage of those opportunities. In 1960, in the United States, only 60 percent of women had graduated from high school; in 1995, 88 percent of women had. Less than 35 percent of women were in the United States workforce in 1960 and now, according to the 2000 U.S. Census Bureau statistics, 61 percent of non-Hispanic white women and 57 percent of Hispanic women are. Ten years ago, there were no Latinas in the U.S. Congress; today there are seven. And more than one-third of Latino-owned businesses in the United States are owned by Latinas.

By participating in the decision-making functions of government, the corporate world, education, etc., Latinas are beginning to share the power in this and other countries, and the institutions that shape our society are thus beginning to incorporate a female and a Latina perspective.

And yet, women in the United States, arguably among the most liberated in the world, still earn only 73 percent of what a man earns for the same job. And the percentage is even lower for Latinas: 52 percent. Only 25 percent of U.S. lawyers, 23 percent of architects, 22 percent of physicians, 10 percent of engineers, and 2 percent of the CEOs of the largest corporations in the United States are women. According to recent statistics from the U.S. Department of Labor, Latinas are most heavily concentrated in clerical and service occupations, and the income of Latinas is less than that of any other group. Thirteen percent of all women are living in poverty, with African-American and Hispanic women having the highest poverty rates among adults. Most recently, women have been affected adversely by the economic restructuring and job displacement of the early twenty-first century. In addition, only 10 percent of Latinas in the United States have four years or more of higher education, compared with 24 percent of non-Hispanic white women.

So we have our work cut out for us. Becoming a powerful Latina and helping to empower others will require intense effort. We rise to the challenge knowing that the power we seek will enrich not only our own lives but the lives of all those who share the dream of becoming who they were meant to be.

Meeting Your Comadres


Using the 7 strengths to create a fulfilling and meaningful life for yourself, your family, and your community is what Latina Power is all about. It’s also about creating a community of comadres, and in the course of this book you’ll be meeting some fascinating women who will come to feel like your sisters or closest friends. They’ve experienced some of the same challenges you’ve faced, from being raised in poverty or having to flee a repressive country and adjust to a new one, to being discriminated against or disregarded by those who didn’t believe a woman or a Latina could achieve what they set out to accomplish. And yet each of these women has triumphed in her own powerful way. You’ll see yourself in their struggles and be inspired by their stories.

The Latinas you’ll meet are from such diverse fields as molecular biology, toy design, entertainment, social activism, journalism, sports, government, and curanderismo. Their national and ethnic origins range from Mexico, Cuba, and Puerto Rico to Central and South America. What they have in common with each other and with you are their family values, their history, their cultural perspective as Latinas (although of course these vary somewhat according to one’s national origin) and their embodiment of the empowering strengths that comprise Latina Power. I am certain you will feel a bond with these women, as I certainly did when I interviewed them. Each of them expressed the desire to share their stories with you as a way of widening the comadre circle to which we all belong.

 

The 7 Latina Power Strengths Self-Evaluation Test

At this point, I’d like to invite you to take the “7 Latina Power Strengths Self-Evaluation Test,” which will help you evaluate the presence of the seven strengths in your own approach to life. Evaluating your responses, you’ll be able to see which empowering traits are working for you already and which may require further development. It is important that we become more aware of the strengths we have inherited from our culture so that we can use them more effectively to enhance our careers and our personal lives.

By integrating what we’ve learned as Latinas in our families and communities—by using our espíritu creativo, our aguantadora’s fortitude, our networks of comadres, our talent for diplomacy, our ability to be courageous atrevidas and well-balanced malabaristas, and our belief in ourselves as reinas—we can more effectively shape what we want to become.

 

Discover which Latina Power strengths are most dominant in your life by indicating how frequently the following statements reflect your attitude. Score each statement using the following zero-to-four criteria: Never: 0; Seldom: 1; Sometimes: 2; Frequently: 3; Always: 4.

After completing the test, total up the points in each strength column and take the time to examine the traits that are currently most active in your life. Less than 12 points indicates that you need to develop that strength. Twelve or more points suggests that that particular strength is active in your life but could be enhanced; 16 or more means that it is very active; and 20 or more means … you’ve got it! You’ve got the power!

As you continue to read Latina Power, you’ll find out how to implement all seven strengths, each of which can empower you to have more success and fulfillment in your life. You will discover that these qualities are within you already and that all you need to do is acknowledge their presence and activate their power.


	1. _____ I enjoy the challenge and the freedom of doing things my way.


	2. _____ I believe that success has no gender.


	3. _____ My parents taught me how to be responsible, and I can use this sense of responsibility in other endeavors in life, such as work or a career.


	4. _____ I understand that my success may require my partner to make adjustments he is not ready to make. I am determined to work on this challenge without holding myself back or compromising my integrity.


	5. _____ I believe that I have the power to design my own future, even against unfavorable odds.


	6. _____ When something doesn’t go my way, I persist, because I know that in the long run I will reach my destination.


	7. _____ I have an easy time trusting other women (who deserve my trust).


	8. _____ When I get angry, I am aware that it is my reaction to something that I consider unfair. Instead of blaming the other person for making me angry, I know how to speak up calmly and say what I consider to be wrong.


	9. _____ I know how much I am willing to invest for what I want to accomplish in life—and that investment doesn’t intimidate me.


	10. _____ I see myself as a strong, confident person who can do anything she sets her mind to.


	11. _____ When a door closes on me, I call on myself to explore new ways to reach my goals.


	12. _____ When I want something, I work hard enough to get it, even when I see that it might be difficult.


	13. _____ I know how to choose the right time, place, and tone in which to express my opinions.


	14. _____ I understand that balancing home, relationship, and career may not be easy, but I’m committed to finding workable solutions.


	15. _____ I believe that I can rely on myself first and foremost.


	16. _____ I pursue the ideas that I come up with, even when others think they are unworthy.


	17. _____ When I feel that I am failing, I think about instances when I felt the same way and was able to succeed.


	18. _____ When I need help, I ask for it.


	19. _____ When someone looks down on me for being a Latina, I know how to politely yet firmly stand up for myself.


	20. _____ Whenever I encounter a valuable opportunity, I am determined to take the risk.


	21. _____ I’ve learned that I’m multifaceted and can balance different aspects of my life, such as family, relationship, and work, without having to choose one over the other.


	22. _____ I am able to create my own balance in life, even though it might be different from others’.


	23. _____ I believe that I am able to earn a living by myself and that I can ensure my own and my family’s welfare.


	24. _____ I have a vision of what I want for my life, but I’m not afraid of changing that vision to adapt to new circumstances and ideas.


	25. _____ Whenever my internal voice tells me “You can’t do that” I take it as a challenge and find a way to continue going ahead with my plans.


	26. _____ I feel motivated and stimulated by other successful Latinas.


	27. _____ I know that it is as wise to remain silent as to speak up, depending on the situation.


	28. _____ I am a good listener, because I know that’s how I can learn more about people.


	29. _____ Even when other people tell me I might fail, I stay focused and try that much harder to succeed.


	30. _____ I am aware that I have to take good care of myself before I can take care of others.


	31. _____ I know that I have a responsibility to my family, but I also have a responsibility to myself and to my community.


	32. _____ I own my dreams, and I am responsible for making them materialize.


	33. _____ My intuition often provides me with the insight to make wise decisions.


	34. _____ I feel passionate when I’m working hard toward a desired goal.


	35. _____ I am part of a supportive network of people whom I can call on for advice and assistance.


	36. _____ I know how to find common ground with those whose opinions differ from mine.


	37. _____ I have one special amiga or comadre in whom I can confide and who I know will be there for me as I am there for her.


	38. _____ I realize that sometimes I have to curtail my plans and wait for better opportunities so that I won’t take any unwise risks.


	39. _____ I believe I am a valuable person and that I can be rewarded for my abilities accordingly.


	40. _____ I believe that a fulfilling life consists of a healthy relationship with my partner, quality time with my family, and engaging in pursuits that I find rewarding.


	41. _____ I give myself permission to succeed in everything I envision.


	42. _____ When something goes wrong, I give myself a second chance.


	43. _____ I am aware of how my community can help me achieve success.


	44. _____ I’ve learned that chismes can destroy people’s trust in me—and that forgoing gossip can be the key to receiving someone’s trust.


	45. _____ I usually do something because I want to do it, not because it’s expected of me.


	46. _____ When I am presented with a dilemma, I have the ability to see things from a broad perspective.


	47. _____ I believe that Latinas can work together for the benefit of our families and communities.


	48. _____ When I believe in something, I go for it—even when I have been told that it’s not appropriate for women or for Latinas.


	49. _____ When I know I’m working too hard, I speak up and delegate my responsibilities.




[ANSWERS ON THE FOLLOWING PAGE]
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