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THE MASTER PLAN AND THE COMPOUND LOGIC 

Abstract: 

Comprehensive city design has been a central idea in both modernist and post-modernist 
urbanism. Today, masterplanned developments appeal to real estate economists and 
idealists alike. Their inherent “project logic”, however, is adverse to the idea of the public 
and dynamic city. What kind of urban planning is adequate to bring about the generic and 
open patterns that characterize real cities? 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

Since European Renaissance, people have been dreaming of cities that could be devised through 
comprehensive planning, by arranging functions spaces and people according to an overall 
wisdom, eliminating friction and distortion, optimizing the use of land and infrastructure, giving 
sense to a community that is to be created. Sforzinda, New Haven, La Ville Radieuse, 
Celebration. 

Sforzinda, by FILARETE, 1465 

I do not want to linger on the obvious impossibility of such ventures, the vanity of the attempt to 
organize society in such a holistic way. Let me just hint at the idea of the "Open Society", the 
social concept formulated by Karl POPPER1, a society which, whether some like it or not, has 

                                                 
1 POPPER, K.: The Open Society and Its Enemies , Vol. I+II, London 1945 
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become an overwhelming reality and is now the determining mode of globalization. This fact 
would be sufficient to tell us that the comprehensive making of cities is dysfunctional and 
undemocratic. In practice, success and vitality of cities come out of their ability to transform, to 
absorb, to adapt. 

The Master Plan as a Development Tool 

The idea of comprehensive, deterministic planning on an urban scale, however, has not ceased to 
lure planners and investors. As situations where entire cities can be built from scratch are rare, 
the idea is applied to urban expansion areas, to large real estate projects. Since around 1990, the 
"Master Plan" has become a widespread format for such ventures. In these plans, you would see 
impressive renderings of promising landscapes, crisscrossed by tree-lined avenues, dotted with 
homes, business centers and malls. Water is always there in one artificial way or another, 
fountains frequently flush. 

 
Masterplan visions: Medgate, Tunis  

The argument I want to make is that apart from the false assumptions - the "makebility" of 
society and the controllability of parameters - there are other reasons to say that the Master 
Plan format is doing more harm than good to cities. 

Let me sharpen the definition:  The format of the Master Plan that I refer to in my argument is a 
plan made up at an urban scale, promoted by a landowner, a public or private developer with the 
intention to create an arrangement of buildings and spaces encompassing a variety of functions 
and architectural projects. These are displayed in a typical way in order to communicate a 
specific atmosphere. The idea of the Master Plan is presented in a realistic manner and it gives 
the impression that everything is determined.   

My argument does not refer to strategic planning instruments, such as the "Urban Development 
Framework" as developed by cities or regional governments. Such plans sometimes end up being 
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promoted as "Master Plans", although they are not intended to display a determined product, but 
rather a spatial strategy. 

Out of this comparison, one can deduct that a true Master Plan is an urban planning format which 
intends to bring about a marketable product and therefore refers to one sharply outlined economic 
unit. The masterplanned venture therefore relies on the instrument of "ringfencing", on 
establishing a boundary where all inputs, influences and outputs can be controlled and measured. 
Such ringfencing may be intended to be purely virtual - legal, economic, but it usually ends up 
being physical as well: as distance, by differing physical standards, down to ditches, fences and 
walls.   

It is due to these characteristics that the product of a Master Plan tends to be a "compound".  

 

 
masterplanned development products: Palm Jumeirah (Dubai. V.A.R) 

 
masterplanned development products: Halverleji ( s'Hertogenbosch, Netherlands) 
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A compound is an arrangement of several buildings on a plot, including outdoor spaces. 
Basically, any freestanding family home with a garage and a garden qualifies as a compound. But 
the general understanding of the term would designate a housing estate, a holiday village or a 
corporate campus, in other words: a set of buildings and spaces, designed for a collective use. 

Compounds are detrimental to sustainable city development. The bigger the compound, the 
worse.  Master Plans tend to produce large compounds. 
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What is bad about compounds? 

There is a strong consensus that fenced, gated compounds are not good. They offend the 
standards of conviviality which are established in all cultures. But there is reason to say that 
compounds of any kind - be it a social housing estate, an entertainment park or a corporate 
campus are also highly detrimental to the concept of the city that most of us share. There is a 
simple reason to it: they violate the principle of public space. 
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As any compound is committed to its own logic, it is constitutively inwardly oriented. It retreats 
from the public sphere and virtually dumps only its effluents on it - in form of traffic, sewage, 
garbage. The public sphere is needed only to provide the supporting infrastructure.  

  

 
 
As the compound turns its back on the public, it also turns its back on "the Street" - the vessel of 
the public sphere. There are, of course, all sorts of streets integrated in compound projects, but 
they do not cater to the public in general, but to the clientele that the project is designed for. 
Masterplanned projects of different backgrounds have cherished the virtues of streets and 
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integrated them into their concept, but, be they modernistic or neo-traditional, these streets are of 
semi-public character, they are "rues interieures", "culs-de-sac", they meander in order to 
discourage any through traffic. Their intended quality is based on their selective function. They 
are not made for the passage of strangers, but for the assertive encounter of peers.  
 

 
public-space-oriented development: IJburg, Amsterdam (NL)  

 
inward-oriented development: Kirchsteigfeld, Potsdam (D) 

Let me assure you that I do not underestimate the necessity of intimacy and community and the 
necessity of borders. These necessities are the basic challenges that all architectural and urban 
planning must address. It is simply a matter of scale. The city is and has been at all times, an 
agglomeration of units stitched together by public space. Traditionally, such a unit is a house, a 
house for one family, a block of flats, a skyscraper. Their ground floor scale may be 1, 5 or 10. 



 

   JOHANNES FIEDLER 
Architekt Dipl. Ing., Dr. techn. 

Staatlich befugter und beeideter Ziviltechniker 
 

 

 - 8 - 
 

The compound, by the urban scale at which it operates, by the way it integrates more than one 
building and the surrounding space, access infrastructure and greenery, expands that unit size to 
the degree of 100, 1000 or more. This does have an effect on the quality of urban space, not only 
by the length of homogenous stretches along "the street" but also by the number of entrances, 
points of contact, "addresses". Where there would have been 10 houses and entrances, there is 
only one and that one does not even lead to anyone particular. 

In  

High density context: the public mode and the compound logic  

 

In the proliferation of the "Compound Logic" urban landscapes end up shaped by functional 
islands, floating around loosely in space, connected only by tree-style infrastructure. Public space 
has not disappeared, but it has assumed a scale that is beyond any walkability.  
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the effect of the "Compound Logic" (Anlagenlogik)2  

                                                 
2 FIEDLER, J.: Jenseits der Masterpläne, Architektur und Bauforum 4/2009, Vienna2009) 
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One might argue that modernization has expanded scales at all instances and that people would 
culturally adapt to these changes, and that what used to be the intensity of the bazaar street has 
been replaced by the intensity of the urban freeway, and that a subway system makes a big city 
work very much in the way the old market town.  But there is an undeniable fact that the human 
scale has not changed and that it probably never will. Nobody will walk in spaces that do not 
respond to the human scale. If a street looks dull, you do not walk, if a block has a long 
continuous appearance, you switch to the other side of the street, if there is no one walking, you 
do not walk. I think I do not have to repeat Jane JACOBS3  here. 

Human scale environments are essential for creating acceptance of density - and thus - for 
the acceptance of the sustainable city. 

If it were only an emotional matter - the need for walking in human scale environments - we 
could do that in pedestrianized historic centers, in airport alleys and shopping malls. But there is 
more to it: Human scale environments are essential for the acceptance of the idea of the urban, 
they are prerequisites for living with density and complexity. As it has become common 
knowledge that the urban form of dwelling is more environmentally sustainable, it is important to 
make dense environments attractive to people. No political system and no planning regulation 
can force people to live in density - it must be attractive, it must be individually feasible.  One of 
the criteria assessed by each individual - in housing choices, in mobility options, in social 
behavior - is the quality of space.  

It would be misleading to argue that the Master Plan and the Compound Logic are merely results 
of market-oriented practices. The problem goes far beyond the commercial sphere. In any kind of 
planning process there are strong forces that tend to eliminate public spaces and functions, such 
as through fares or parks which are actually open to anyone. Ecologically innovative projects - in 
order to maximize the effect of the technologies and practices applied - are especially inward 
oriented and committed to their project logic.   

Let me recapitulate: Why is the Master Plan doing more harm than good to city development? 

• Firstly, because Master Plans tend to create compounds. Large compounds are worse than 
small ones. They clip out more public corridors, thus increasing way lengths and eliminating 
walkability. 

• Secondly, because - within their perimeter and due to detailed master planning - an effective 
simulation of a public sphere takes place, however in a semi-private manner, privately 
governed and consequently supporting social segregation. 

• Thirdly, because large units, by the complexity of their internal management and owner 
structure, are unable to transform, adapt, develop, thus freezing large junks of land which 

                                                 
3 JACOBS, J.: The Death and Life of Great American Cities, (1961), Vintage Books Edition, 1992 
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would, if individually managed, absorb the necessities and opportunities that arise through 
time. 

 

What are the alternatives to the Master Plan?  

In the first place, the development of large portions of land as one single economic unit should be 
avoided. Fragmentation of property in the area should take place at an early stage4, based on a 
strategic planning document promoted by the public entity. As property units are now smaller and 
as they are developed at different times with different programs, no Master Plan will be required. 

    
the "compound city" the "public city"5  

Some people might argue that by fragmenting property and by giving away the chance to 
masterplan, less coordinated environments will be the result. This might be the case. But having 
to choose between harmonized, semi-public enclaves floating in chaos and a contiguous, maybe 
less harmonic public city, we should go for the latter.   

                                                 
4 see the argument presented by HOFFMANN-AXTHELM, D. in: Warum Stadtplanung in Parzellen vor sich gehen 
muss; Bauwelt 1990 / 48 

5 credits to Kees CHRISTIAANSE, who has presented a similar graphic at the Urban Planning Congress in 
Amsterdam on Oct. 2nd, 2009, using the terms: "City as a Tree" and "Open City" respectively. 
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