
History and Theory

of Planning

Why do we do what we do?



School of City and Regional Planning, Georgia Tech

What is planning?

a universal human activity involving the 
consideration of outcomes before choosing 
amongst alternatives

a deliberate, self-conscious activity
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Primary functions of planning

improve efficiency of outcomes

optimize

counterbalance market failures

balance public and private interests

widen the range of choice

enhance consciousness of decision making

civic engagement

expand opportunity and understanding in 
community
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What is the role of history and theory 

in understanding planning?

planning is rooted in applied disciplines 
primary interest in practical problem solving

early planning theories emerged out of practice
planning codified as a professional activity

originally transmitted by practitioners via apprenticeships 

efforts to develop a coherent theory emerged in 
the 1950s and 60s

need to rationalize the interests and activities of 
planning under conditions of social foment

the social sciences as a more broadly based interpretive 
lens



School of City and Regional Planning, Georgia Tech

Types of theories

theories of system operations

How do cities, regions, communities, etc. work?

Ådisciplinary knowledge such as economics and 
environmental science

theories of system change

How might planners act?

Ådisciplinary knowledge such as decision theory, 
political science, and negotiation theory

Åapplied disciplines such as public administration and 
engineering
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Pre-Modern Planning:
Focus on Urban Design and Street System

1682 Philadelphia plan Grid system &

neighborhood parks

William Penn

Thomas Holme

1695 Annapolis plan Radiocentric Francis Nicholson

1733 Savannah Ward park system Oglethorpe

1790 Washington Grand, whole city 
plan

Pierre LôEnfant

1852-1870 Paris Model for ñCity 
Beautifulò

Napoleon III; 
Haussmann

1856 Central Park First major purchase 
of parkland

F L Olmsted Sr




