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Abstract – The proliferation of gated communities and residential com-
pounds has reshaped urban development across diverse contexts, from rap-
idly growing cities in Asia to more established environments. While these 
enclaves respond to legitimate demands for safety, order, and quality of life, 
their cumulative impact on the city remains underexamined. This paper ar-
gues that compound-based urbanism produces fragmentation, weakening 
the continuity of shared urban space and the social conditions that support 
collective life. By contrasting enclosed developments with the neighbor-
hood as an open and relational system, it proposes a shift from isolation to 
connection as a foundation for urban resilience.

1. Introduction
Cities are often described through skylines, infrastructure, density, or economic 
growth. Yet their deeper structure lies elsewhere: in the way space is shared, crossed, 
negotiated, and inhabited by different people over time. Urban life depends not only on 
what is built, but on the relationships between what is private and what is collective, 
between protected interiors and common ground, between individual comfort and the 
continuity of the city as a whole.

This reflection is also informed by direct professional experience in urban design 
across Southeast Asia, particularly in rapidly urbanizing and emerging contexts such 
as Vietnam. The reflections developed in the Vietnamese case study are grounded not 
only in literature, but in practice-based observation through direct involvement in ur-
ban design projects. In such contexts, urban transformation happens at extraordinary 
speed. Entire districts can appear within a few years, new roads can reorganize terri-
tories overnight, and large residential developments often become the dominant form 
through which urban growth is materialized. This speed makes visible tendencies that 
in slower contexts remain less apparent. Processes that elsewhere unfold gradually can 
be observed in accelerated form: privatization of space, large-scale speculative growth, 
infrastructure-led expansion, and the rapid production of new residential identities.

Across many parts of the world, one of these tendencies has become increasingly in-
fluential: the rise of the compound. Known under different names — gated community, 
private enclave, secured cluster, managed development — it represents more than a housing 
typology. It expresses a broader urban logic in which quality, safety, maintenance, and 
environmental comfort are increasingly delivered within bounded spaces rather than 
through the city itself.
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This paper argues that the issue is not the existence of compounds as isolated projects, 
but their normalization as a dominant model of urbanization. When repeated at scale, 
they do not simply add new neighborhoods to the city. They alter the structure of urban 
life by fragmenting continuity, internalizing value, and weakening the shared spaces on 
which collective urbanity depends.

Figure 1: A wall divides two urban realities. On one side, comfort, greenery, and controlled amenities. On 
the other, congestion, informality, and neglected public space. The image captures the central paradox of 
the compound city: private quality achieved through collective separation.

2. The Promise of Safety
The success of the compound cannot be understood without acknowledging the real 
conditions to which it responds. In many cities, public space is poorly maintained, traf-
fic is overwhelming, sidewalks are unsafe or absent, environmental quality is uneven, 
and public services are unreliable. Under these circumstances, the appeal of a con-
trolled environment is immediate and understandable.

The compound promises something simple but powerful: a better everyday life. This 
appeal can be found in very different contexts: suburban gated communities in North 
America, secured compounds in the Middle East, private townships in Asia, and lux-
ury enclaves in rapidly growing emerging cities. It offers cleaner streets, greenery, 
reduced traffic, predictable management, and a sense of security. For families, it can 
mean children playing outdoors with less fear. For elderly residents, it can mean calmer 
surroundings. For investors, it represents clarity and market value. For developers, it is 
easier to package, market, and maintain than the open complexity of the city.
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Inside these environments, many things genuinely work. Landscapes are maintained, 
lighting is functional, waste is collected, entrances are monitored, and shared ame-
nities are visible. Compared with neglected urban surroundings, the contrast can be 
striking. It would therefore be simplistic to dismiss compounds as irrational choices or 
merely symbolic aspirations.

Their strength lies precisely in the fact that they respond to legitimate desires: dignity, 
order, comfort, and peace of mind. The question raised here is not why people choose 
them. The deeper question is what happens when the satisfaction of these needs is in-
creasingly detached from the city and relocated inside private boundaries.

Because once urban quality is expected primarily inside enclaves, the city outside risks 
being redefined as the space where such quality is absent by default.

Figure 2: A dense and continuous urban fabric in Saigon, where life unfolds without clear boundaries. 
This is the kind of city that compounds attempt to escape from — but also the one they gradually fragment.

3. The Logic of Enclosure
The compound is not only a residential product. It is a spatial logic. It organizes the 
city through separation, access control, internal management, and selective comfort. 
Its promise depends on a clear distinction between inside and outside: inside, order; 
outside, uncertainty. Inside, landscape; outside, traffic. Inside, maintenance; outside, 
negotiation.

This distinction may appear harmless when considered at the scale of a single project. A 
compound can function well as an isolated development. The problem begins when the 
same model is repeated across large portions of the city. At that point, the urban fabric 
no longer grows as a continuous system of streets, blocks, services, and public spaces. 
It becomes a sequence of controlled fragments.

The street is one of the first elements to change meaning. Instead of functioning as a 
place of exchange, encounter, commerce, and shared movement, it becomes increas-
ingly reduced to circulation infrastructure. It connects entrances, but not necessarily 
lives. Wide roads may still connect traffic flows, yet they often fail to connect urban life.

This produces a subtle but important shift. The spaces between compounds are no lon-
ger understood as the primary substance of the city. They become residual. They exist 
between private projects, but they are rarely designed with the same care, investment, 
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or ambition. The compound internalizes value, while the space outside is left to carry 
the burden of movement, congestion, service access, and social inequality.

The logic of enclosure also expands beyond housing. Retail becomes concentrated in 
malls. Education and healthcare become private destinations. Leisure moves into man-
aged environments. The city becomes less a continuous field of shared services and 
more a network of controlled interiors connected by infrastructure.

For this reason, the problem is not the wall itself. The wall is only the most visible symp-
tom. The deeper problem is the cumulative transformation of urban structure. A city 
made of successful enclaves may still fail as a city if the relationships between those 
enclaves are neglected.

4. Vietnam: The Compound City in Practice
The Vietnamese experience is particularly instructive in understanding the rise of com-
pound urbanism. In both Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, rapid urbanization has been 
accompanied by the expansion of large private residential compounds and integrat-
ed developments. These projects often provide internal landscapes, leisure amenities, 
controlled access, and highly marketable lifestyles. Their success is real and visible.

Yet they also reveal the structural limits of compound urbanism. High-quality internal 
environments frequently coexist with fragmented streets, weak pedestrian continuity, 
and a public realm outside the perimeter that remains secondary to the internal world 
of the project.

In Ho Chi Minh City, where metropolitan growth has extended far beyond the historic 
core, compounds often operate as self-sufficient islands connected primarily through 
major roads and private mobility. The development is often impressive in scale and 
speed, but the relationship between these new fragments and the surrounding city re-
mains fragile. The question is not whether these places are comfortable inside. Many of 
them are. The question is what kind of city is produced when comfort is concentrated 
within boundaries.

In Hanoi, the contrast can be different but equally revealing. New expansion areas and 
large residential projects coexist with older, finer-grained urban fabrics where daily life 
spills into streets, courtyards, markets, and sidewalks. These older districts may be con-
gested, imperfect, and difficult to manage, but they often retain a degree of permeabili-
ty and social intensity that enclosed developments struggle to reproduce.

The Vietnamese case shows that compound urbanism is not simply a matter of archi-
tectural form. It is a question of urban relationship. A project can be green, clean, and 
well-managed internally, while still contributing to a weaker public realm externally. 
This is the central paradox. The compound may solve problems for its residents, but if 
repeated as a dominant model, it can intensify the fragmentation of the city as a whole.
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Figure 3: A controlled and curated environment, where nature, space, and life are carefully composed. A 
vision of the city simplified — and separated from the complexity outside.

5. The Neighborhood as Alternative
The alternative proposed here is not nostalgia, nor the romanticization of older urban 
forms. It is the neighborhood understood as an open and relational unit of urban life. 
Unlike the compound, the neighborhood is not defined by exclusion but by proximity, 
permeability, and shared use.

A functioning neighborhood allows daily life to unfold within short distances. Basic 
services, schools, small commerce, green areas, and spaces of encounter are embedded 
in the local fabric rather than isolated in distant destinations. Streets are not designed 
only for throughput, but for coexistence. Slower movement, frequent crossings, active 
ground floors, and visible public life all contribute to a different urban atmosphere.

In such contexts, safety emerges through presence rather than through filtering. People 
know faces, routines, shops, corners, and rhythms. Not everyone knows each other per-
sonally, yet familiarity accumulates through repetition. This form of everyday recogni-
tion can produce confidence in ways that no gate can fully substitute.

The neighborhood also enables a richer relationship between social and ecological life. 
Trees, small parks, shared courtyards, community gardens, and local public spaces are 
not amenities reserved for insiders. They become part of a connected urban system. A 
local grocery, a childcare facility, a café, a shaded bench, or a shared garden may appear 
modest in isolation, yet together they create the daily ecology of neighborhood life. 
Their value is environmental, but also civic: they create occasions for use, encounter, 
and collective stewardship.

Importantly, the neighborhood does not eliminate complexity. Noise, difference, ne-
gotiation, and occasional conflict remain part of urban life. But rather than escaping 
complexity through enclosure, it organizes coexistence through design. It mediates be-
tween home and city, privacy and publicness, individuality and common life.

A neighborhood does not emerge automatically from residential density or from the 
simple repetition of housing blocks. It requires deliberate spatial choices. Streets must 
be safe enough for children and older people, not only efficient for vehicles. Daily ser-
vices should be embedded within walking distance rather than concentrated in distant 
mono-functional zones. Different housing types can support social diversity and life-cy-
cle change. Green spaces should be distributed, accessible, and connected to everyday 
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routes. Small public places — a bench, a square, a corner shop, a shaded threshold — of-
ten matter as much as larger formal parks. Permeability is equally important: multiple 
paths, visual openness, and frequent connections allow the neighborhood to remain 
part of the city rather than a protected island within it.

Figure 4: Everyday life spilling into the street. The neighborhood is not designed as a system, but lived as 
a shared condition.

6. A Different Urban Future
Contemporary urban life is changing in ways that make the local scale increasingly im-
portant. Remote and hybrid work, digital services, home-based care, online commerce, 
and flexible routines are reshaping the geography of everyday life. Many activities once 
tied to specialized destinations now happen closer to home or within domestic space 
itself. Work meetings, shopping, education support, care routines, and social coordina-
tion increasingly overlap with the domestic sphere.

This does not make cities obsolete. On the contrary, it changes what matters inside 
them. The quality of the immediate environment — the walkable street, the nearby ser-
vice, the local park, the possibility of meeting others without long displacement — be-
comes more significant.

In this context, the contrast between compounds and neighborhoods becomes sharper. 
Both respond, in different ways, to the growing importance of local life. The compound 
does so by internalizing functions inside a closed world. The neighborhood does so by 
strengthening proximity while remaining connected to the wider city.

The future of urbanism may depend less on iconic architecture or large-scale master-
plans than on how successfully cities redesign the spaces of everyday life. If local living 
becomes central, then the question is whether that locality will be enclosed or shared, 
private or civic, disconnected or relational.

A city of compounds can produce comfort in fragments. A city of neighborhoods can 
produce coherence across differences. The distinction is not minor. It may define the 
social and spatial resilience of future urban life.
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7. Conclusion
The compound is not inherently wrong. It answers real demands and often delivers 
tangible improvements for those who live within it. For this reason, its global spread is 
understandable. Yet understanding its appeal should not prevent criticism of its broad-
er consequences.

When enclosure becomes the default response to urban problems, the city itself is grad-
ually displaced as the space where quality, safety, and belonging are expected to exist. 
Shared ground weakens, continuity erodes, and everyday urban relations become thin-
ner.

Cities are not sustained only by buildings, investments, or infrastructure. They are sus-
tained by the spaces between things: the street crossed daily, the shop encountered 
repeatedly, the park used by strangers, the ordinary environments where coexistence is 
practiced without ceremony.

The central question, then, is not whether compounds function in isolation. It is wheth-
er urban life can remain collective when its best conditions are increasingly withdrawn 
behind boundaries.

The neighborhood offers another direction. Not a perfect model, but a more generative 
one: open, connected, locally supportive, and still part of a larger whole. In an urban 
century marked by inequality, climate pressure, and changing patterns of life, that dif-
ference matters.

FIGURES LICENSING NOTE
All figures are either original works by the author or properly licensed through Envato 
Elements.
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