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INTRODUCTION

Harley F. Etienne and Barbara Faga

As the story goes, in the summer of 1864, Union Army Major General Wil-
liam Tecumsah Sherman invaded and nearly completely destroyed the city of 
Atlanta. On September 2, the Confederate Army abandoned the city and 
ordered all Confederate assets destroyed. The aftermath of these events was a 
significant morale boost for the Union Army and the North and contributed to 
the reelection of Abraham Lincoln a few months later. Any student of Atlanta’s 
history knows about Sherman’s Atlanta campaign and the indelible mark it left 
on the city’s psyche. As the city rebounded from the war, the devastation that it 
had suffered became one of its many calling cards and a defining feature of 
the city’s emblem: a phoenix rising from flames. The city’s official motto is simply 
the Latin word, resurgens, which means “rising again.” 

Perhaps more than any other major U.S. city, Atlanta continually charts its 
future by redefining and reshaping itself. The city’s history is marked by peri-
ods of ruin and resurgence. After each era, the city can be characterized by 
its misfortunes and dogged effort to leave them behind. From the devastation 
of the American Civil War to the pre-Olympic boom, to the current housing 
crisis, the practice of planning in Atlanta reflects the city’s struggle to find a 
core identity and chart a course to its future. It also reflects the city’s effort to 
become and remain economically dominant, connected, and competitive at 
the regional, national, and global levels. 

It is perhaps important to note early in this volume that the city is really 
only a part of the story. Unlike Los Angeles and Chicago, Atlanta proper actu-

Figure A.1. Atlanta from the Ashes (also known as “Phoenix Rising”) was designed by Jim Seigler, fabricated 

by Gamba Quirino and Feruccia Vezzoni, and commissioned by the Rich Foundation in 1969. 
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ally occupies a very small piece of the larger region that casually and freely 
uses its name. The U.S. Census places the city’s 2012 population at 443, 
775, which represents only a bit more than eight percent of the metropolitan 
region (U.S. Census Bureau 2013). While the city’s population is growing, it 
is not keeping pace with the region’s growth and certain long-standing popu-
lations—namely African Americans—are abandoning the city for neighboring 
suburbs in significant numbers.

This edited volume has brought together some of Atlanta’s most highly 
regarded planning practitioners and thought leaders to assess how planning 
has shaped the city’s growth and creates challenges and opportunities in the 
present. There has never before been a view of this city through the various 
subfields that make up the profession of planning. By bringing together a di-
versity of perspectives and approaches, this book aspires to combine rigorous 
analysis with accessible ideas and practical knowledge about how planning 
and development have happened here and continue to occur. 

Market Triumphalism and Mythmaking
In the introduction to the first book of this series, Planning Los Angeles, David 
C. Sloane makes a point of discussing the many myths that make up the City 
of Angels. In Atlanta, Los Angeles, and many other cities, myth is an impor-
tant part of city-making. Charles Rutheiser’s book Imagineering Atlanta: The 
Politics of Place in the City of Dreams (1996) challenged Atlanta to face the 
extent to which the city has been built by dreams and perhaps to some extent 
“puffery.” But then, what is planning but the gap between dreams and cur-
rent reality? In planning places, planners often must sell the idea of what they 
hope a city to be to its occupants. Even if the vision for a new place comes 
from the people themselves, the planner must assemble and present the idea 
of what could be to a community of people. Atlanta’s destruction during the 
Civil War allowed for a particular myth narrative of a city to be written and 
believed—one of being rebuilt from little to nothing into a global and regional 
gateway and hub of finance, entertainment, education, and services over the 
course of a century.

One of the most dominant public images of Atlanta is the one created by 
Tom Wolfe in his book A Man in Full (1998). All fiction is based partly on re-
ality. The plot of that novel intersects with planning in what we learn about the 
city’s aspirations and the delicate balance of race relations that are unique to 
any American city—south or north. The trials and tribulations of the characters 
in the book are actually fairly prescient given what came our way in 2008. 

The stories of Atlanta’s largest corporations are in many ways symbolic of 
how cities succeed or fail in a capitalist system. A small, drugstore concoction 
leads to the existence of one of the most powerful and important corporations 
on the planet. A little more than a mile to the north of the Coca-Cola head-
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quarters is the home of the media giant Turner Broadcasting that manages 
content on virtually every media platform available today. Ten miles to the 
south, the city manages one of the busiest passenger and air cargo freight 
airports in the world that is dominated by one of the largest airlines and one 
of the largest shippers anywhere else on earth. With Delta Air Lines, Turner 
Broadcasting, Coca-Cola, and UPS, we find four dominant and important 
multinational corporations that are as important to the world as they are to 
Atlanta. The services and goods they provide are essential to the functioning 
of the global economic system, and yet they grew up alongside the city of 
Atlanta like siblings.

Our challenge as editors has been to assemble chapters that speak to the 
reality of planning in Atlanta and provide a thorough narrative of how the city 
and region have come to be what they are today without appearing to gloat or 
brag. The abovementioned companies have changed how we get news, what 
we watch, what we drink, how we travel, and how commerce ships its goods. 
So, the city and region do have bragging rights. However, there is much to 
critique and question in this anomaly of urban growth and resilience.

Ongoing Tensions and Injustices
Many who read this volume will no doubt be familiar with former Atlanta mayor 
Ivan Allen’s famous quip about the city’s relative lack of civil rights era struggle 
and controversy when he called Atlanta, “the city too busy to hate” (Bayor 
1997, 42; Hein 1972). This did not however mean that there were not real 
challenges to overcome in terms of the city’s racial climate and integration. 
Georgia state law required the immediate suspension of funding or tax-exempt 
status at any college or university with an integrated student body. Whereas the 
integration of the University of Georgia was controversial and violent, Atlanta’s 
Georgia Institute of Technology and Emory University integrated without court 
order or violent unrest (McMath 1985). It is also noteworthy that Atlanta elected 
progressive mayors who were sympathetic and, in some cases, openly support-
ive of the civil rights movement from 1942 until 1974, when it elected its first 
African American mayor, Maynard Jackson. 

In the northern sections of the city, and their nearby suburban counter-
parts of Dunwoody, Sandy Springs, and Johns Creek, metropolitan Atlanta is 
nearly perfect, aside from the sweltering summer heat and daily traffic jams 
along Peachtree Road, the Georgia 400 Freeway, and virtually every inter-
state that runs through, around, or out of the city. In these communities, there 
is wonderful housing, relatively low crime, abundant shopping and dining 
amenities, and racial integration that should be the envy of the nation.

To live, shop, and operate in Buckhead is to live at the center of metro-
politan Atlanta’s paradoxes. In the halls of the historic Lenox Mall, the well-
heeled shop at high-end and exclusive brand name stores alongside gay men 
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in stilettos and pearls, while visitors from all over the state converge to take 
traditional Christmas photos with Santa Claus and ride the “Pink Pig” holiday 
coaster, a holdover from a South of not-so-long ago. Here they all compete to 
belong and own this space. It is a private, lavish space that is a paragon of 
conspicuous consumption and the living room to a region whose identity is as 
distinguishable as its growth boundary. 

Very close to this world of paradoxes is the stretch of land that rests 
between Buford Highway and Interstate 85, an alternate universe of middle- 
to low-income Asian and Latino communities that seems almost bucolic in 
comparison to the lower-income communities on the west side of Atlanta, just 
south of the railroad tracks that separate them from the southwestern edge of 
Buckhead. These heavily industrial and post-industrial spaces are yielding to 
apartment lofts and condominium communities that cater to recent college 
graduates and young transplants, coming to enjoy the most cosmopolitan city 
in the American southeast.

To shop, dine, or live in Buckhead or its counterparts means having the 
option to have very little contact or exposure to the dilapidated and post-
industrial parts of the metropolitan region that have not yet caught up. On the 
city’s southeast, southwest, and western edges are communities with housing 
abandonment rates and crime rates comparable to some of the most danger-
ous and blighted cities in the United States. And the evidence suggests that 
this gulf is widening, not shrinking. 

Atlanta’s story of growth and dynamism would appear to be nothing 
short of miraculous, if not for the weaknesses that revealed themselves dur-
ing the Great Recession of 2008. The city and region have benefitted from 
“growing by growing.” The premise of the entire regional economy has been 
that in-migration would fuel housing demand, which would then create de-
mand for jobs and services, which would in turn inspire more migration, and 
lead to even greater housing demand.

As we brought the writing of this book to a close, Atlanta’s major league 
baseball franchise announced its plans to leave Turner Field for a yet-to-be 
constructed stadium in nearby Cobb County (Bradley 2013). What few 
commentators have offered is a connection to another fairly quiet event that 
took place in 2010, when the city’s daily paper moved its headquarters 
for suburban Dunwoody (Henry 2010). This followed another even quieter 
move of the Atlanta Opera Company to “Sminings” in 2006.1 So perhaps 
there is a slow but increasingly loud trickling of amenities and resources out 
of the city. And as some commentators have noted, these moves may be 
couched in terms of competitive pricing or transportation but may in part 
be due to underlying and long-standing racial tensions that put the central 
city and its issues beyond the interest or attention span of many suburban 
dwellers (Brown 2013).
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Overview of the Book
The volume is divided into five distinct sections representing eras or themes in At-
lanta’s planning history and development. Part I, Terminus to International City, 
discusses the city’s early beginnings and growth with particular attention to how 
its transportation infrastructure played a major part in creating the context in 
which Atlanta would grow. Part II, Diversity and Development, presents different 
perspectives on how identity, neighborhoods, power, and access determined 
which planning projects moved forward, who drove them, and who benefited 
from their success or failure. Part III, Travel, Traffic, and Transit Define a City, 
provides readers with views of current regional and local transportation plan-
ning projects, including the airport, the recent reintroduction of streetcars to the 
downtown area, and the auspicious Beltline project. Part IV, Boom and Bust, 
speaks to the city and region’s reliance on growth through discussions about the 
1996 Olympics, notable mixed use communities, and housing and economic 
development policy. Part V, Innovation and Challenges Shape the Future, dis-
cusses some of the environmental risks and innovations that may shape the city 
and region in the decades to come.

No book can possibly incorporate all topics, perspectives, or ideas, 
and this one similarly does not profess to do this. However, we have gath-
ered chapters that appeal to a larger audience interested in learning about 
the city and to practitioners wanting to understand how Atlanta has come 
together and how it struggles to sustain its growth in the face of environmen-
tal, demographic, social, and policy challenges. Since this volume contains 
contributions from academic researchers and practitioners, writing styles and 
ideological perspectives vary widely. Instead of forcing the book to cater 
to one audience or another, we sought to reach several audiences. Some 
chapters contain empirical research, while others are largely historical and 
descriptive. A few others are highly personal accounts of planning practice 
that would only make sense if told by the planning practitioner himself or 
herself. To that end, each section contains discussions on particular topics, 
“Practitioner Perspectives,” that provide an opportunity for well-regarded and 
experienced planners to speak about their work in Atlanta.

As many other writers have noted, Atlanta is a city of aspirations. Per-
haps, then, its ability to transcend its internal tensions and challenges embod-
ies the idea that planning is the “organization of hope.” For the conclusion to 
this volume, former Atlanta Mayor Shirley Franklin shows that she understands 
the ways in which planning is central to Atlanta’s story. In her epilogue, she 
provides some thoughts about how Atlanta will need planning to chart its path 
for the next century.




