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The Olympic Class:
The Politics Behind the 1996 Atlanta Centennial Olympic Games

Michelle Lacoss
History 4990, Dr. Larry Youngs

May 1, 2009



 Olympese is the official Olympic rhetoric that rises like a vapor over Switzerland, sounds 
 better in French than in English and is mouthed painfully by Billy Payne...Otherwise 
 intelligent people talk about complicated human events (which are, naturally, full of 
 commerce, failure, nationalism, even lies) entirely in terms of excellence, humanity, 
 beauty, spirit, etc.1

 -Colin Campbell, Atlanta Journal-Constitution

 To promote Atlanta as an international city worthy of attaining the 1996 Atlanta 

Centennial Olympics, Atlanta’s regime of public and private city leaders did not create a single 

image of Atlanta.  Rather, they maintained ambiguous and contradictory myths to appeal to 

various audiences, regionally and internationally.  The commercial power of the Olympics as a 

municipal investment between the public and private sectors was proven possible with the 1984 

Los Angeles Olympics and provided a template for the Atlanta Olympic Committee (“AOC”).2  

To achieve their projected financial goals, Atlanta expected to take revenue generation to new 

heights and reach a broader audience.  The Atlanta Committee of the Olympic Games (“ACOG”) 

asserted that the 1996 Atlanta Centennial Olympic Games (“Games”) would reach 

unprecedented levels in audience size through television and technology to entice corporate 

sponsors to support them with sponsorship agreements and dollars.3  

 Critics claim that ACOG struggled with defining Atlanta’s image.  When the image was 

revealed as a mascot in the form of a little blue “creature from outer space” named “WhatIzIt,” 

later morphing into “Izzy,” the response at home and abroad was anything but positive.4  Why 

did Olympic planners maintain a mascot so ridiculed and reviled?  Planners thought this little 

2

1 Colin Campbell, “Bye-Bye, Olympese,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution, August 6, 1996, C1:1.
2 Drew Whitelegg, “Going for Gold:  Atlanta’s Bid for Fame,” International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research 24, no. 4 (December 2000): 802; Harvey K. Newman, Southern Hospitality: Tourism and the Growth of 
Atlanta (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1999), 256.
3 Atlanta Centennial Olympic Properties, The Unprecedented Opportunity of the 1996 Atlanta Centennial Olympic 
Games and the 1994 and 1996 U.S. Olympic Teams (Atlanta: Atlanta Centennial Olympic Properties, 1991), 46.
4 “Mr. Olympics’ Still a Minister,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution, July 22, 1996, SS:28.



spermatozoa with two rings on his eyes and three on his tail provided the opportunity to embrace 

the ambiguities in the many contradictory perceptions of Atlanta, hoping to capitalize on all 

facets of these contradictions while ensuring there is no image of alienation.

“Izzy in Costume.” 5

 Scholarly work within this area argues that Atlanta hid behind an image of integration 

and falsehoods6.  Charles Rutheiser, for instance, points out the myths of Atlanta as a city of the 

“New New South” in Imagineering Atlanta, focusing on a reworking of the boosterism of the 

“New South” and modernizing the concept by incorporating racial integration and harmony as 

the home to Martin Luther King, Jr. and a “Black Mecca.”7  This paper chooses to focus not on 

boosterism or the white business elite, but argues how influential African-American politicians 

worked in conjunction with the elite white in power to create an economic dynamic that would 

win the Olympic bid for Atlanta in 1988, and carry it through until certain truths were exposed in 

the 1999 Salt Lake City “bribery scandal.”  While the image that Atlanta portrayed during the 

3

5 Los Angeles Newspaper Group, “Izzy,” Los Angeles Newspaper Group Web site, JPG file, http://
www.insidesocal.com/ tv/olympics-mascot-izzy.jpg (accessed April 29, 2009).
6 Whitelegg, “Going for Gold:  Atlanta’s Bid for Fame,” 805.  Whitelegg argues of the inconsistencies endemic 
within Atlanta defined as “‘the city too busy to hate’ (its ‘claim to fame’ from the late 1950s)...and that of Atlanta, 
‘home of the Ku Klux Klan.’”  He further claims that ACOG intentionally tried to avoid references to Gone with the 
Wind which seem unsubstantiated.  
7 Charles Rutheiser, Imagineering Atlanta: The Politics of Place in the City of Dreams (New York: Verso, 1996), 3.

http://www.insidesocal.com
http://www.insidesocal.com


Games represents a snapshot, it espoused the long-held faith among key political figures in 

corporate dominance and aspirations for economic affluence through sport.  Neighborhoods were 

wiped out not based on the fact that they were predominately African-American, but that they 

happened to sit in the way of “progress,” while neighborhood leaders lacked the financial esteem 

or political influence to make their voices heard.  According to regime theory, “policy inertia” is 

thwarted through urban regimes, defined as, 

 ...an informal coalition between local business leaders and city officials that unites the 
 resources of business with the formal authority of government to carry out policies of 
 mutual interest, most commonly economic development.8

Chaired by former Atlanta Mayor Andrew Young, affluent, connected African-American and 

white political and business leaders who made up the Atlanta Games Regime determined the 

process together. 

 When Andrew Young and Maynard Jackson fought for an end to racism during the Civil 

Rights Movement, both Atlanta visionaries understood that the fight was made possible not only 

by appealing to the moral compass of those in power, but also through economic means.  The 

economic boycotts and marches led by the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee 

(SNCC) became an impetus for change.  In 1996, Mayor Maynard Jackson stated that, “When 

Birmingham had fire hoses and cattle prods in the street, Atlanta went to the bargaining table.  

We knew that cattle prods are bad for business.”9  Furthermore, the argument of trade disruption 

4

8 Matthew J. Burbank, Greg Andranovich, and Charles H. Heying, “Mega-Events, Urban Development, and Public 
Policy,” The Review of Policy Research 19, no. 3 (Fall 2002): 184.
9 As quoted by Paul Goldberger, “Atlanta Is Burning?” New York Times, June 23, 1996, SM:52.



and loss in tourism dollars from the segregated African-American traveler was made in 1964, 

encouraging Johnson and congressional leaders to enact legislation to end discrimination.10

 Consistent with his reverence toward capitalism as a solution, Mayor Andrew Young, as 

Mayor Maynard Jackson’s first-term successor, saw the potential in the 1996 Atlanta Centennial 

Olympic Games to revitalize Atlanta economically and, possibly, solve the concentrated poverty 

problem within the public housing complexes, such as Techwood Homes or Clark Howell 

Homes.11  What was created through racism would be redefined through classism.  Urban 

renewal within the downtown Atlanta core and concentrations of poverty and crime within the 

African-American public housing complexes were considerations for Mayor Maynard Jackson to 

revitalize in the 1970s and early 1980s.  However, this time Jackson’s suggested solutions rested 

with policies such as affirmative action.12  With President Reagan’s 1984 elimination of several 

federal aid programs geared toward urban policy, cities were required to look elsewhere for 

funding and, for Atlanta, the Games provided the perfect economic impetus to focus on the 

revitalization of downtown Atlanta.13  Contemporary public policy strategies include the 

promotion of tourism to “justify” local development and mega-events such as the Olympics 

provided such a promotional outlet, reaching a broader audience than otherwise possible.14  

5

10 Susan Sessions Rugh, Are We There Yet? The Golden Age of American Family Vacations (Lawrence, KS: 
University of Kansas Press, 2008), 90.  This golden age refers to the defining of the ideal nuclear family as a white, 
patriarchal family structure with dad making the decisions; reinforced by automobile advertisements and guide 
books that portray gender and racial stereotypes.  Rugh touches on the subject of the African-American middle class 
family and the complexity of their situation.  She explains how consumerism, and the “grounds that segregated 
facilities disrupted trade,” ultimately provided the impetus for greater Civil Rights legislation under President 
Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964. 
11 Harvey K. Newman, The Atlanta Housing Authority’s Olympic Legacy Program: Public Housing Projects to 
Mixed Income Communities (Atlanta, GA: Research Atlanta, April 2002), 10.
12 Ibid.; Whitelegg, “Going for Gold:  Atlanta’s Bid for Fame,” 805.
13 Burbank, Andranovich, and Heying, “Mega-Events, Urban Development, and Public Policy,” 182;  Larry Keating, 
A City for All: A Report (Atlanta: Atlanta City Council Gentrification Task Force, 2001), 1.
14 Burbank, Andranovich, and Heying, “Mega-Events, Urban Development, and Public Policy,” 180.



During the planning process of the Games, then Atlanta Mayor Andrew Young summed up his 

philosophy on public policy toward this mega-event: “the commercialization of sport is the 

democratization of sport.”15

 In voicing his support of the development of the Georgia Dome as an opportunity to 

retain the Atlanta Falcons and for hosting future events, one member of the Atlanta Games 

Regime who dominated the Games planning, Billy Payne, stated that, “the Olympics eventually 

comes down to money.”16  Succumbing to economic bullying by sports franchises who threaten 

to leave and hosting sporting events of the caliber of the Olympics both served to promote an 

image of a “major league city” or “international city” with relatively small immediate returns.17  

While the financial cost of pursuing such events was considerable, the recognition and marketing 

attained served as justification for entering the race.18  The economic failure of the publicly 

funded Montreal Olympics in 1976 precipitated the change to include private enterprise in the 

process, as seen with the 1984 Los Angeles Olympic Games.19  The Atlanta Games Regime 

exploited the opportunity seen within Los Angeles’ example and was rewarded by the 

International Olympic Committee (“IOC”) for the amount of private support garnered.20  

6

15 As quoted by Christopher R. Hill, Olympic Politics (New York, NY: Manchester University Press, 1996), 243.  
Citation of this quote not provided by author.  Based on context within Olympic Politics, this author assumes this 
quote was made during the planning process of the Games.
16 “Supplement,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution, July 17, 1988, D:42.
17 Burbank, Andranovich, and Heying, “Mega-Events, Urban Development, and Public Policy,” 183-184.
18 Ibid., 180; Whitelegg, “Going for Gold:  Atlanta’s Bid for Fame,” 802.
19 Whitelegg, “Going for Gold:  Atlanta’s Bid for Fame,” 802; John Bevilaqua, “Commentary,” Atlanta Journal- 
Constitution, April 17, 1988, E4:1.
20 Robert Knight Barney, Selling the Five Rings: The International Olympic Committee and the Rise of Olympic 
Commercialism  (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2002), 250.



WhatIzImage?

 Various images of Atlanta worked to sell the city to different regional and international 

interest groups.  Initially created by Atlanta boosters as a transportation and commerce hub, 

Atlanta had struggled in recent decades to create itself as a tourist destination to generate 

revenue.21  The lack of downtown tourist attractions and poverty did not aid in this struggle.  In 

preparation for the Games, Atlanta not only had to define itself through an advertising hook but it 

had to create the infrastructure to support that hook.

 One approach included the theme of “southern hospitality” that prevailed in many 

publications, including the official bid and sales circulars for promoting the Games to sponsors.22  

“Southern hospitality” presented a problem in that it is a cultural signifier for the region, not 

particular to Atlanta.  While it has cache and was referred to at times by Games planners, the 

notion that everyone in the city is nice does not lend for a strong marketing campaign.  “Southern 

hospitality” is meant to signify an all-embracing spirit toward others where truth rests within 

polite, sometimes evasive terms.  It evokes uncertain calm and represents a lack of conflict 

through passive-aggressiveness.  Building a marketing platform on the idea of a “conflict-free” 

environment can be problematic:  “One is its skewed version of history, as though conflict, 

negotiation, struggle and controversy are somehow anathema to progress when in actual fact they 

are often its lifeblood.  The other...is its reliance on  image ‘management.’  Images cannot be 

controlled.”23

7

21 Newman, Southern Hospitality: Tourism and the Growth of Atlanta, 277.
22 Atlanta Centennial Olympic Properties, The Unprecedented Opportunity of the 1996 Atlanta Centennial Olympic 
Games and the 1994 and 1996 U.S. Olympic Teams, 21.
23 Whitelegg, “Going for Gold:  Atlanta’s Bid for Fame,” 810.



 “Southern hospitality” might have been attributed to Atlanta, but an actual image in the 

form of a marketing tag line for Atlanta was never able to come to fruition.24  Neither ACOG, 

Atlanta residents nor Atlanta politicians could come to agree on the one theme to embrace once 

the Games were awarded, with meetings held between key public and private agencies to create 

one slogan to no avail.25  Some options incorporated by various agencies include:  “Come 

Celebrate our Dream,” “Look at Atlanta Now,” “Atlanta: What the World is Coming to,” and 

“Atlanta:  Hometown to the American Dream.”

 Evidence supports that Olympic planners appreciated the stock of its many, often 

contradictory, images.  While scholars argue that the lack of definition within “Izzy” as the 

Games mascot represented Atlanta’s own identity crisis, the lack of specificity intended the 

necessary ambiguities to appeal to a broad audience and subsequently give rise to the possible 

increase in economic potential and viewership.26  Charles Rutheiser asserts that “Atlanta’s most 

appreciated and defining characteristic seemed its ability to morph, to reconfigure itself in 

response to the demands of capital.”27  The indistinct blue slug “Izzy” served both as a cop out 

for developers who were still trying to figure out site plans and funding, while it attempted to 

play into the appeal of Atlanta as a hospitable place to everyone.  

 Rutheiser claims that the abandonment of the overall “Whatizit” concept was not an 

option after the negative press reception given that Payne himself chose this marketing 

8

24 Newman, Southern Hospitality: Tourism and the Growth of Atlanta, 275.
25 Ibid., 254, 275; Rutheiser, Imagineering Atlanta: The Politics of Place in the City of Dreams, 246.
26 Ibid., 1; Newman, Southern Hospitality: Tourism and the Growth of Atlanta, 275.  Rutheiser and Newman both 
suggest that Atlanta suffered from an identity crisis, therefore creating problems for ACOG in defining an Olympic 
image.
27 Ibid., 3.


