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1 ABSTRACT

Between the 1920s and 1940s, signs were spread across Texas blatantly discriminating against 
Mexicans in public places that read “We serve Whites only. NO Spanish or Mexicans.”  Is this 
expression of repression still silently extant in our universities, professional organizations, and 
professional practice that prevents Latinos from entering landscape architecture?  More 
Latinos will inhabit our landscapes and public spaces as the Latino population continues to grow. 
Those designs, however, might not have considered Latino representation, regional design 
traditions, and participation in the power structure that makes decisions about their 
environments. 
Several dominant cultures colonized America such as England, France, Italy, and the 
Netherlands.  They influenced the political and sociological ideals manifested in professional 
organizations such as the American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA).  Analyzing the 
representation of Latinos in landscape architecture begins with briefly studying the history of 
colonization in the United States and its influences on the founding of ASLA in1899 to the current 
issues that impact the Latino growing population.  The exclusion of Latino culture in landscape 
architecture organizations institutions, whether through neglect or racism, ignores a contemporary 
need for Latino representation as designers and leaders in the decision-making process about 
environments, particularly where their demographic is increasing. 
This paper attempts to understand the making of a holistic system where Latinos can exist within 
the larger cultural profession to contribute to their knowledge about landscape and design. 

1.1  Keywords 

Latino landscapes, landscape architecture diversity, Latino studies, landscape and ethnicity, 
social justice 

March 18-21, 2020 (canceled due to COVID-19)

78



2 INTRODUCTION
 
Between the 1920s and 1940s, signs spread across Texas blatantly discriminating against 

Mexicans in public places that read “We serve Whites only. NO Spanish or Mexicans.” These signs were 
a way of keeping Latinos segregated from the white population.  There are no signs like these on doors to 
landscape architecture departments or offices but is this expression of repression still silently extant in our 
universities, professional organizations, and professional practice that prevents Latinos from entering 
landscape architecture?  The lack of participation by Latinos and people of color (POC) has already been 
identified by the power structures in society and yet Latinos are not being attracted to the profession of 
landscape architecture.  Since the inception of Landscape Architecture in 1899 Latinos have been 
underrepresented in number, in leadership, in their cultural values, in awards, in historical literature, and 
in the design of their communities.  This paper suggests that attracting Latinos requires that we consider 
Pre-American history and its evolution to today making sense of the issues.   In defining a preparation 
strategy and action for Latino arrival at the doors of our institutions consideration should be given to 
documenting their contributions to landscape architecture history and nurturing Latino members to be 
active members of the profession.  As the Latino population of the United States (US) grows, there are 
more Latinos who inhabit our landscapes and public spaces.  Latinos should be sharing in the leadership, 
the participation, and their representation on projects involving them and their neighborhoods.  Latino 
landscape architects should be present as designers in their environments inhabited by its Latino users.  

3 HISTORY  
 
The formation and background of organizations and professions in the United States follows 

British and European values structuring them predominantly for the influence and protection of aristocratic 
classes.  In Medieval Britain the medical profession set the model for professions using royal charters 
written from parliament that specified the workings of the group, administration, and application of 
medicine in Britain (Macdonald, 1995).  Memberships were limited to graduates of Oxford and Cambridge 
and the Church controlled the Certification process.  This led to limiting the number of physicians while at 
the same time ensuring that only the aristocratic class would be allowed to enter the profession.  When 
the British arrived on American soil, it followed that they maintained that ‘aristocratic’ notion that was used 
as qualifications for members (Macdonald, 1995).   At the founding of America, there were certain 
assumptions that were made about sovereignty in establishing a new ‘race’ – the American race.  The 
language laid out by its founders suggested that every ‘American man’ would be free to 
express himself and not suffer religious persecution.  What they really meant with the word ‘man,’ was 
specifically a free white male, property owner, aged twenty – one or older (Moen, 1999).  Legal equality 
was not extended to all, denying other categories of citizens including blacks, women, indigenous people 
and Latinos any access to the enterprising development of this country.  This action made certain the 
protection of white male privilege and class position (Moen, 1999).

Defining who were welcomed and protected by organizations and professions clearly reproduced 
European guidelines in America’s founding.  Using the European model for organizations further explains 
how its predecessor in Britain had established a self-monitoring system for its governance that was 
replicated in American professions and organizations like American Society of Landscape Architects 
(ASLA).  In the US, most organizations are not overseen by any governmental agency (a possible 
exception is licensing).  Instead, organizations are governed by a body of peers who are elected or 
appointed from within the organization itself to oversee and enforce governance about licensing, 
business, and its mission statements.  American organizations can exist by their own rules, have their 
own policing for enforcement, responsible for overseeing their elections of their governing body, and most 
importantly selecting its members. All this comes across as normal except when it comes to dealing with 
underrepresented minorities.   

3.1 The story of the West  
 
The allegorical history of the United States establishes its origin with the westward expansion of 

the pioneers and the settlers who developed settlements and spread across existing lands to form a ‘new’ 
American civilization.  The new arrivals fought against the indigenous non-white peoples who lived there 
whom they labeled ‘savages’.  This not only included the Native Americans but also Latinos who had 
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inhabited the land in the western parts of the United States (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). It is little known or 
recognized by current citizens that the western United States had been inhabited by Indigenous people 
first and then ruled by Spain and then by Mexico.  In 1821, Mexico emerged from its three hundred years 
of Spanish rule and became the ruling majority of what we now know as Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, 
California, and Colorado (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). 

Mexican governance was short lived when in 1845, the US claimed Texas as American land, 
establishing their claim using the U.S. Army, its laws, and its new economy in the West. The United 
States proclaimed its sovereignty over all the new land and enforced all its laws to maintain it. The 
conquest had ripped territories away from the Indigenous and Mexican people and turned over all control 
to the white dominated society of Americans. 

3.2 Latinos labeled as inferior 

Howard Zinn, the Harvard historian and author of A People’s History of the United States: 1492-
Present, makes the point that we cannot simply condemn Christopher Columbus and the many empires 
that reigned over their colonies.  We should not accept the atrocities they did but we should allow for 
some capacity of objectivity of the offense. He suggests this tolerance be called ‘a moral proportion’ of 
objectivity (Zinn, 2003).  The colonization by the American colonists left a much bigger scar on the people 
who lived in the West that cannot be tolerated and remains with Latinos and Indigenous people today.  
Seen from an historical perspective Latinos are depicted as a remnant of colonization who almost met 
their demise in a social Darwinist occurrence as America moved to control the West.  They were seen as 
a people who were conquered for their ‘inferior’ way of life and for losing to the Americans.  This idea is 
supported by historians who use for example the writing of Walt Whitman, the American poet laureate 
who wrote in support of the war with Mexico writing in an 1846 letter, “What has miserable, inefficient 
Mexico… to do with the great mission of peopling the New World with a noble race?” (Dunbar-Ortiz, 
2014).  Anyone not of European descent was seen as a ‘savage’ and if ‘savages’ stood in their way, then 
they would be annihilated. Whitman exudes this attitude as he continues, “The nigger, like the Injun, will 
be eliminated; it is the law of the races…..” (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014).  Today Latinos and Indigenous people 
are no longer called savages but what lingers is that American citizens still consider them inferior. 

A study undertaken by Celia Olivia Lacayo, professor at UCLA, discovered what white 
people thought about Latinos.  In an essay based on research developed from her in-depth interviews 
with whites in Orange County, California, her findings show that the group of white Americans she studied 
believed that Latinos and Latino culture are deficient and inferior. Her study details that white individuals 
reveal that as a group Latinos are unable to assimilate into the greater white society and that whites 
believe Latinos pass down their ‘deficient’ cultural attributes to their offspring so they cannot change, 
adapt, or progress in American society. Lacayo has coined the term perpetual inferiority to describe how 
whites feel about Latinos (Lacayo, 2017).  Judging another culture or ethnic group differently than one’s 
own is easier to do without willingness to understand the values of that culture. The perpetual inferiority 
label is being applied to Latinos in the United States and needs to be viewed carefully by landscape 
organizations. 

3.3 History of the American founding of landscape architecture 

The American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA), was founded on January 4,1899, by 
eleven individuals who wanted to establish the foundation for Landscape Architecture as a profession. 
This small group met in the office of Parson & Pentecost in the St. James Building at Broadway and 26th 

Street in New York City (Newton, 1971).  The first meeting had eleven charter members, 10 men and one 
woman, Beatrix Farrand. 

Norman Newton, Harvard professor of Landscape Architecture, wrote about the historical 
founding of our profession and forecasted that in the future, landscape architecture would not be an 
overpopulated profession.  Newton’s statement suggests containing a limited amount of members in 
ASLA.  He is ambiguous but he neither invites nor negates the future inclusion of underrepresented 
people into landscape architecture.  There is no mention of race or gender as a factor in maintaining a 
small populated profession.  Instead, he identifies qualities he deems important to successfully being a 
landscape architect.  He indicates that the ability to be a well-rounded and capable individual would be 
required traits to be a landscape architect (Newton, 1971).  Another historian, Melanie Simo attempts to 
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further describe the traits needed to be considered in a landscape architect in her essay in 100 years of 
Landscape Architecture. She suggests that landscape architects would be ‘people who could analyze, 
synthesize, and deal with abstractions” (Simo, 1999). Given Newton’s and Simo’s critical observations of 
specific skills needed to be a landscape architect, what gets neglected is the opportunity to suggest the 
need for diversity and inclusion of race or gender in the future landscape architecture population.  Missing 
this opportunity to recognize or nurture diversity, they are neglectful of building an inclusive vision in the 
future of the profession.  Failing to recognize the future rise of the Latino population living in the United 
Sates meant creating a void about issues of recruitment, history, or defining a nurturing process for 
underrepresented minorities into the discipline. They did not help provide any meaningful future to 
accommodating Latinos and people of color (POC) who entered the profession. 

3.4 From the founding of Landscape Architecture to Latinos today 

Was the failure to recognize Latinos and people of color out of neglect or racism?  Sociologists 
suggest that inviting, recognizing, and rewarding smaller underrepresented groups are successful ways 
for attracting and integrating people not of that group into the larger society.  At the founding of 
Landscape Architecture in the United States and at the 100-year celebration of its anniversary, it was an 
opportune moment to redefine our next generation of professionals and recognize the nurturing and the 
participation of gender and ethnic diversity explicitly.  If it was not racism that the organizations and 
authors were practicing, then what were we seeing? Landscape architects missed an opportunity.  
Instead, they impeded the organization from an opportunity to initiate a conversation with the outside 
group.  Not addressing or placing it at the center of the conversation, it keeps the organization from 
moving towards progress in addressing issues of social and environmental equity (Low, 1999). Neglect 
like racism blocks the gateway to furthering the development of inclusion and the entry of Latinos into the 
discipline.   

In New York City when landscape architecture was founded in 1899, the population was 3.5 
million.  It would have been different at that meeting in 1899 if the 2.5 million Latinos today comprising 
Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Mexicans and several other Central and South American countries had 
existed in New York City. Today, the Latino population of New York City is recognized as a regional 
influence and consideration in the development of the city (Cordero-Guzmán, 2019).  This idea that 
places evolve means ASLA and other organizations must be ready to develop a cognizant view of 
regional population shifts to view the future diversity of its members.  Recognizing the ethnic diversity of 
population through numbers might function as the catalyst in establishing a priority for acknowledging and 
welcoming Latinos in larger populated areas of the country. 

4 CULTURE AND VALUES 

The issues that confront Latinos form a grave tone for landscape architects and Latinos to 
consider co-jointly.  The Latino community faces significant challenges.  Many issues such as affordable 
housing, environment, population growth, food security, immigration, education, economic development, 
working conditions, bio-politics, and high dropout rates are all being thrust upon Latinos as a group. While 
the Latino population is exploding, the Latinos have failed to address their needs in an organized 
concerted effort and with the help of Latino design professionals, they could build on cultural specifics 
around the science and research knowledge needed.  

Vicki Estrada, FASLA, a Latino practitioner has identified that having few Latino practitioners is 
inadequate representation for Latino communities and an underrepresentation of Latino leadership.  Her 
perspective is based on her work as a community designer where she has experienced many community 
meetings in Latino neighborhoods and many professional conferences where she has participated.  From 
her observations, she points to a profession which she identifies as “predominantly white” (Fernandez, 
2019).  She explains that Latinos must take charge of being present in the disciplines of landscape 
architecture, planning, and urban design.  Her point makes clear that she also calls on the organization to 
be responsible.  

“Change happens slowly sometimes, and by us [Latinos] being involved and getting awards 
and being out there publicly and leading the community planning groups and making 
presentations, you don’t succumb to the single way of thinking, you become all-
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encompassing. You celebrate all cultures and colors and races and ethnicities and male 
and female and in-between.”  Vicki Estrada, Landscape Architect (Fernandez, 2019). 

There is little to no current visible data in landscape architecture on Latino design and culture, 
precedent in landscape architecture, historical design literature, or viable contemporary theory that would 
give landscape architects a clear picture of how Latinos coexist with their landscapes and 
environments.  Formulating a fair and relatively objective standard for collecting data on Latinos (and 
other cultures) has not yet been prioritized or enforced by design organizations. Specifically recognizing 
Latinos in organizations would be a major step in fully acknowledging their presence and acceptance of 
their minority perspective.  Not recognizing Latinos means lack of empowerment to be fully engaged in 
the profession and their environmental spaces.  Lacking representation makes Latinos less accessible to 
designers and vulnerable for the insufficient knowledge and research available in creating agendas about 
their future.  Looking at statistics about how many there are and where they are, makes the case for more 
research and more Latino recognition in landscape organizations.  

4.1 Statistics on Latino population 

This paper is being written on the eve of the 2020 census but even without the newest data we 
can look at the US census for patterns of Latino populations.  From the US census we can see just how 
this country is experiencing growth of Latino communities across America (See Table 1).  The Census 
Bureau explains they use the term Hispanic and Latino, interchangeably to define anyone as Hispanic by 
knowing their origins- heritage, nationality group, lineage, country of birth of the person, or ancestors 
before their arrival in the United States.  “A Hispanic or Latino refers to a person of Cuban, Mexican, 
Puerto Rican, South or Central American or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race” (Ennis, 
Ríos-Vargas, Albert, 2011). 

Table 1. Increase in United States population compared to Latino population 

Year US Population Latino Population Percentage of Latinos to US Population 

2000 281.4 million 35.3 million 12.5 

2010 308.7 million 50.5 million 16.3 

2019 328.2 million 60.6 million 18.4 

Projected 2050 423 million 106 million 25.0 

5 WHAT THE NUMBERS DON’T TELL US 

The Latino community is growing and poised to become a major economic and political force in 
the United States and yet it is not clear to society what problems Latinos face in that growth.  The 
community faces significant challenges in housing affordability; economic inclusivity to help build 
community; immigration issues; and a host of political class and social problems it must address. The 
broader organizations of landscape architecture have failed to diagram the needs of the Latino 
community in a systematic and sustained way.  Latino communities are growing and evolving and will 
continue to play an integral role in this country but what is not clear is how to increase the levels of 
participation from the Latino community in the future.  

5.1 Current rancor 

The current rancor of society over the death of George Floyd made it a salient opportunity to 
revisit the topics of white privilege, Black Lives Matter, and sociological shifting in reviewing how America 
thinks about race relations.  This has helped the Latino community to seize the moment and join the 
African American push for solidarity around the topic of racial injustice.  The gravity of a black man being 
choked to death by a policeman gathered everyone (Latinos, African Americans, and POCs) together this 
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summer in supporting a call to action.  The death of George Floyd, May 25, 2020, made discussion 
around race and ethnicity more visible.  Instagram, LinkedIn, Facebook, and other social media were 
exploding with interest and expressing their demands for social change around a wrongful act that 
occurred in Minneapolis.  At the same time, it was opportune for demanding organizations to supply 
culturally and ethnically responses to the incident and existing systemic racism.  For landscape architects, 
this prompted a flurry of chatter about the lack of representation by POCs making the President of ASLA 
and various University institutions respond to handling of ethnic issues in the Landscape Architecture.  

5.2 Suggesting new opportunities where Latinos offer contributions 

It is slowly being acknowledge that different ethnic groups contribute to the professions for which 
their ethnic group shows an affinity.  For example, Japanese gardeners, and Korean grocers, have shown 
that they are committed to occupations and businesses favorable to their community. Design sensitivity 
demonstrated in Latino communities in careers such as gardening, farming, labor intensive work, and 
cooking are some of the talent’s Latinos can make to landscape architecture.  Identifying skills that are 
exhibited in the growing Latino communities and populations offers insight to their ethnic affinity for 
certain aptitudes.  Creating a mutual benefit by contributing their Latino skills to landscape architecture 
introduces a positive move from assimilation to acculturation and offers a process of give and take.  The 
outcome of acculturation has shown that it leaves the professional association and the individual with a 
positively marked relationship (Guy, 2004). 

TEK (Traditional Ecological Knowledge) is a new way of thinking about applying traditional 
knowledge learned from ancestors and family relatives that indigenous and older ethnic groups like 
Latinos have about the landscape (Posey, 2000).  In places like the south and southwestern part of the 
country where nationally the three largest Latino populated states are California (15.6 million), Texas 
(11.5 million), and Florida (5.7 million) Latinos may be useful in contributing their TEK in supporting the 
lives and landscape of that geographic region.  Targeting the states with the largest percentages of Latino 
population and asking them to contribute what they know about landscape can create a strong Latino 
contribution to their environment.  Latinos would also be displaying skills passed on to them from their 
parents who may have been husbandmen in the places prior to arriving in the United States.  Many 
Latinos come from farming families in Mexico or have grown up in rural areas in the United States.  Latino 
culture maintains a very reverent connection to their culture and the family as well as the land. They often 
continue sharing their knowledge and talents with their offspring as they grow up.  Interest in gardening 
and landscaping is special for Latinos.  Landscape organizations can help Latinos make the leap from 
their working knowledge as gardeners to entering a profession like landscape architecture if their TEK is 
recognized.    

5.3 Building a support system for Latinos and a sense of belonging

Looking for Latinos to recruit is not the only answer to involving them in landscape 
architecture.  Institutions and organizations must consider building a system once they arrive at 
institutions ready to participate.  In education, Christopher Bates Doob, a sociologist and researcher who 
writes about racism suggests that “an effective school establishes a nurturing environment that develops 
both a highly positive image and understanding of themselves [ethnic minority], and also the intellectual 
and emotional tools to do well in the modern world” (Doob, 1999).  It is not clear how many universities or 
organizations have a strategic plan addressing what happens after Latinos are recruited.  It is another 
step to take after recruiting Latinos, giving money to attend university, or giving them work in a firm. 

The educational trip to enter the landscape architecture profession is a long journey for the 
beginning undergraduate student who has never had relatives attend a university.  For many Latinos, 
they are the first generation children of immigrants who came to the United States seeking a better life.  
Still coping with providing their families with economic stability there is much fear and uncertainty in 
attending an academic institution that is alien to their comfort.  The effective university will be tolerant and 
provide a nurturing environment where a first generation college bound Latino can develop a positive self-
image and also learn the intellectual tools they are teaching.   

What universities and organizations are doing is building a common bond between the 
organizations and academic institutions other than simply providing an education or a job.  How you make 
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cultures feel welcome is by having them recognize that the organization values people that are ethnically 
different. In reconciling the attraction of Latinos to the landscape architecture profession will require more 
research.  For leaders who are a principal of an office or a chair of a landscape architecture program, 
must be instructed in ways of interacting with Latinos. Recruitment rhetoric to formulate a massive change 
in accommodating Latinos in landscape architecture requires evolving thinking to consider a concerted 
effort in consistently building positive actions over the time a student or employee spends in either.   

This means leadership must accommodate a sense of belonging for Latinos in organizations and 
institutions.  Leadership in academic institutions must produce more PhDs who are trained in Latino 
history to support the curriculums being used in Universities.  Leadership must also buildup organizations 
and institutions to offer a comfortable and welcoming environment that fits the Latino and not the other 
way around, where Latinos must solely conform to predominantly white traditions and values in offices 
and work places.   

6 LOOKING FORWARD 

There is little to no representation of Latino design culture or contributions in landscape 
architecture.  Without representation there will be no attraction to this discipline.  Formulating a fair and 
relatively objective standard for representing Latinos in the discipline is not yet prioritized or 
enforced.  The organizations must explicitly identify Latino individuals as part of this discipline and be 
recognized for their presence and contribution as a valued people to the discipline.  By recognizing their 
involvement and identifying their contributions in curriculums and in literature creates an inclusive 
landscape architecture history.  Specifically recognizing Latinos in organizations means fully 
acknowledging their contributions and their minority perspective.  Lack of recognition means lack of 
empowerment to be fully engaged in the profession.   

Most humans join organizations when they see people that look like themselves enjoying similar 
activities. If Latinos do not see others like themselves in organizations and institutions, then it is likely that 
only the very brave few Latinos will join.  In order to attract and maintain Latinos in the discipline, a 
carefully organized system must exist to accommodate them and give them a sense that they have some 
sovereignty in the organization.  The white majority joins professional organizations for a feeling of safety, 
comfort, and to be valued within its professional organization.  This same sense of belonging should be 
extended to fit other less represented groups and specifically Latinos. 
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