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Abstract 

This article aims to explain the settling of Brasília, new Brazil ́s capital. The 

analysis will be based on three variables: 1) the social facts that justified the new 

capital project; 2) the natural aspects that shaped the geographical location of 

the new capital; 3) the main aspects of the project and construction. 

Methodologically, the article is conducted by a geographical analysis that 

combines social and natural aspects and the results on the territory. Technically, 

we used maps and images that help lectors to apprehend Brasilia ́s empirical 

reality. In the end, we drew some conclusions on Brasilia ́s current role in the 

country, pointing out to what proved effective from the previous project, what went 

wrong and further on what unexpectedly sprang.  

 

Introduction 

 

As a Portuguese colony (from 1500 to 1822), Brazil´s role was limited to produce 

and export tropical products to Europe. As a result, the occupation was 

concentrated in the coastal areas where emerged the main ports and cities like 

Salvador, Recife, Rio de Janeiro. The first capital of the colony was Salvador 

(1549 to 1763), due to the vast sugar cane production based on slavery in the 

Northeastern region. Later, the discovery of gold in the Southeastern region led 

to the changing of the capital from Salvador to Rio de Janeiro (1763). The arrival 

of the Portuguese Royal Family to Rio de Janeiro, fleeing from Napoleon´s threat 

which brought more importance to the city that became capital of their Portuguese 

Empire, which included other colonies in Africa and Asia. Thus, why such a 

powerful city would lose the capital status in 1960? To answer to this question 

make clear the main aspects that shaped the new capital, Brasília, we analysed 

three variables as follows. 
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1stvariable: the social facts that justified the new capital project 

 

The first thought in a new capital was born in the XVIIIth century and gathered 

strength when Brazil became a republic (1889). Under the new Republic 

Constitution, it was clear the reference of a new capital and even more, it 

specified its location in central Brazil. However, it was only during the XXth century 

that such idea became stronger enough to materialize the new capital´s project. 

Rio de Janeiro was becoming more and more simmering with by social 

movements and riots that represented a threat to the government. In case of 

disturbances, Rio was a rather vulnerable city, squeezed between ocean and 

mountains. In addition, and possibly this is the most important reason that led to 

the capital´s moving, inner regions were characterized by wilderness, inhabited 

only by some indigenous peoples. The vast majority of the population was, by 

inheritance of the colonial period, living in coastal areas and it was crucial to 

encourage the occupation of inner land, which would also assure the sovereignty 

over the territory. For these reasons, the construction of Brasilia was a matter not 

only of building a new city, but rather it represented a national project of a new 

era. During the 1950´s industrialization and, consequently, urbanization speeded 

up and then, a new capital was it was essential to represent this new era. 

Because of that Brasília was dubbed the « Capital of the Future» epitomizing the 

modernity.  

 

2nd variable: the natural aspects that shaped the new capital´s geographical 

location 

 

In 1922 the Brazilian Central Plateau Exploratory Commission was named to 

produced vast detailed reports on what would be the urban site of Brasília. The 

commission organized geographical data about all components of the landscape 

as climate, geology, geomorphology, hydrography, soils, flora, fauna and 

population. The chosen site where the new capital would be build was considered 

adequate for these reasons: 

1) Geographically, the site was located in a very central area that had a great 

potential for territorial integration. 



2) Geomorphologicaly, the central plateau was featured by flat surfaces that 

would facilitate the occupation. 

3) Hydrologically, the site was exactly between the main Brazilian river 

basins, close to their springs, as shown in the next map. 

 

Figure 1 – Brasilia between the main river basins. 

 

4) Floristically, most of the central plateau was covered by cerrado, which is 

equivalent to the African savannas. This kind of vegetation is much sparser 

than the rain forest, which also would facilitate occupation.  

5) Demographically, despite of the already existent indigenous peoples, the 

site was considered a wilderness needing to be settled.  

 

The climate was the only aspect of the landscape not favourable to settlement 

due to the dryness. In fact, because of the continentalism of the site, Brasilia has 

a very dry weather and this problem was poorly resolved by the creation of an 

artificial lake in front of the city.  

 

3rd variable: the main aspects of the project and construction 

 

 



The national competition for the new Brazil´s capital project was launched on 30th 

of September 1956.  Lucio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer´s project won the 

competition with a project conceived by the ideals of modern urbanism. After 

almost 4 years of intense construction, Brasília was inaugurated in 1960, on 20th 

of April.  

That modernist aesthetic also should reflect the rationality, the austerity and, 

more importantly, the monumentality of the State power.  

The State power itself would be represented, firstly by the city plan, called Pilot 

Plan, that has an aircraft shape. The main government buildings as the Federal 

Senate and the Deputy Chamber, being located in the “cockpit” of the city, would 

represent the State running the nation. 

 

Figure 2- Brasilia: an aircraft shaped city with the government headquarter at the cockpit. 

Available at: http://arquiteturaurbanismotodos.org.br/plano-piloto/ 
 

 

The phallic shape of the buildings emphasizes the sense of power. 
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Figure 3 – National Congress. Headquarter of Deputies and Senators. Available at: 

http://www.nosnomundo.com.br/2012/08/um-passeio-pelo-congresso-nacional-do-brasil/ 

 

However, at the same time the idea of democracy is present. The right building, 

the Deputy Chamber, is concave to convey the idea of being open to the people. 

On the other side, the left building (Federal Senate) in convex, representing the 

idea of thinking, where senators would be thinking about the society. Both 

express also the idea of weight-counterweight, a scales equilibrium supported by 

the twin towers.  

The austerity can be observed by the straight lines of the ministerial buildings, 

the wide highways and the symmetric arrangement as a whole. 

 

Figure 4- Aerial view of the Monumental Axe, Esplanade of Ministries (sides) and National Congress 
(back). Source: Eduardo F. Justiniano. 
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The monumentality can be noted firstly by the entire landscape and secondly by 

the official buildings themselves, as shown: 

 

 
 

Figure 5- Planalto Palace: The presidential office. Available at: 
http://www2.planalto.gov.br/presidencia/palacios-e-residencias-oficiais/palacio-do-planalto/palacio-do-

planalto 

 

Figure 6 – Alvorada Palace: the presidencial residence. 

 

 

Figure 7– Justice Palace: The Justice Headquarter. Available at: 
http://www.brasil.gov.br/governo/2010/03/ministerio-da-justica 

http://www2.planalto.gov.br/presidencia/palacios-e-residencias-oficiais/palacio-do-planalto/palacio-do-planalto
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Figure 8 –Itamaraty Palace: headquarter of the Ministry of International Relations. Available at: 

http://www.soubrasilia.com/brasilia/palacio-do-itamaraty/ 

 

It is interesting to note that, while the ministerial buildings characterize austerity 

given by the straight lines, these official buildings show curved lines and quite 

often are surrounded by water. On one hand, such a design forwards the image 

of flexibility, a general presumption in a democratic state, but on the other hand, 

inaccessibility and transcendentalism. In other words, the state is an entity that 

must not be invaded and, at the same time, is floating over our heads, in a 

superior hierarchy level.  

 

Figure 9 – Brasília Metropolitan Cathedral. Available at:  
http://catedral.org.br/catedral-de-brasilia-expoe-paineis-sobre-as-obras-da-misericordia.html 

 

Apart from the monumentality, and differently from most of religious temples that 

display a pointed tower at the top, the Metropolitan Cathedral has an open dome, 

which could be read as religious tolerance.  

http://www.soubrasilia.com/brasilia/palacio-do-itamaraty/
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Figure 10– Even bridges are monumental. Available at: 
http://www.portalbrasil.net/brasil_cidades_brasilia.htm 

 

 

The socialist conception 

 

The idea of social equality is given by the superblocks conception. All residential 

buildings have the same high and size and do not vary much in terms of living 

standards. A superblock is a compound of horizontal buildings up to six floors 

distributed geometrically in wooded areas. 

 

Figure 11- View of superblocks separated by a road axe of South Wing Available at: 

https://www.google.com.br/ 

 

Each superblock has its local shopping areas of easy walking access. Lucio 

Costa believed that cars could be ‘domesticated’ and they could be no longer 

http://www.portalbrasil.net/brasil_cidades_brasilia.htm
https://www.google.com.br/


"irreconcilable enemies of man". However, venturing outside the superblocks for 

a stroll can be a dangerous expedition. 

Apart from the relative autonomy of the superblocks, other services as hotels, 

hospitals, mechanic garages, etc are located in specific sectors and require 

commuting towards them. 

 

Figure 12– Sector of hotels. Where Brasília looks like a “normal” city. Available at: 

https://www.google.com.br/search?tbm=isch&q=setor+hoteleiro+bras%C3%ADlia&imgrc=5RCJulho0sLnA
M%3A&cad=h  

 

 

Today´s Brasília 

 

After only 56 years, Brasilia became the 4th biggest city in Brazil and has one of 

the highest quality of life. It is also a quite expensive city in terms of cost of living, 

much of that due to limited places to build new buildings. Having a car is a 

necessity once many of the road axes do not have sidewalks; streets, in their 

traditional sense, are rare.   

 

-What went right? 

The national integration 

 

https://www.google.com.br/search?tbm=isch&q=setor+hoteleiro+bras%C3%ADlia&imgrc=5RCJulho0sLnAM%3A&cad=h
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Surely, the main purpose of Brasilia construction was achieved: national 

integration. Many important roads were traced after Brasilia´s construction 

connecting with all regions and reaching the most remote areas. Although most 

motorways and air routes converge to São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, still the 

most important hubs, Brasília became an important cross point between all 

regions.  

 

 

Figures 13 and 14– Road maps: before (1965) and after Brasília (2002). Available at: 

http://www.meguiabrasil.com/mapadobrasil/mapa-rodoviario-do-brasil.php  

 

http://www.meguiabrasil.com/mapadobrasil/mapa-rodoviario-do-brasil.php


-What went wrong? 

 

The ideal of socialism 

 

According to Lucio’s envision, Brasilia was meant to put end to social differences, 

providing "welfare to which every individual is entitled". He proposed to eradicate 

shantytowns on the periphery and in rural areas nearby. However, Brazil is not a 

socialist nation and is hitherto, characterized by strong social contrasts. 

Therefore, where do the less fortunate people live in?  

 

Figure 15 - Favela in Ceilândia (DF), just few km from the Plano Piloto. Available at: 
http://www.soubrasilia.com/brasilia/a-maior-favela-da-america-latina-esta-em-brasilia/ 

 

Actually, the shantytowns popped up even before the city itself, due to the 

enormous mass of immigrants coming especially from the poorest regions, in 

order to help build the new capital. They lived under hard conditions and 

constituted a rather vulnerable population living in provisory lodgings and 

resigning themselves to contractor´s demands. In the end, those workers, so 

called “candangos” where not allowed to dwell in the Pilot Plan after Brasília´s 

inauguration and ended up massing in the satellite cities. 

 

The diminishing of vulnerability towards social conflicts 

 

If one of the reasons to build up a capital in the middle of nowhere was protection 

from social conflicts, it did not take long to this vulnerability to gain ground again. 

http://www.soubrasilia.com/brasilia/a-maior-favela-da-america-latina-esta-em-brasilia/


Today, Brasilia faces quite frequently enormous protests and social movements, 

being the open spaces a breeding ground to such demonstrations. 

 

Figure 16– Protesters in Brasília. Available at: 
https://www.google.com.br/search?q=manifesta%C3%A7%C3%B5es+em+bras%C3%ADlia&newwindow=
1&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjOue6Dt5DLAhUED5AKHeCUCfcQsAQIHA&biw=

1366&bih=657#imgrc=bB7LfPv0ETVMoM%3A 

 

 

Figure 17– Protesters in front of Justice Palace. Available at: (same link of previous figure) 

 

We presume that, if the moats around government buildings played a role of 

making them somehow inaccessible, they do not intimidate protesters anymore.  

https://www.google.com.br/search?q=manifesta%C3%A7%C3%B5es+em+bras%C3%ADlia&newwindow=1&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjOue6Dt5DLAhUED5AKHeCUCfcQsAQIHA&biw=1366&bih=657#imgrc=bB7LfPv0ETVMoM%3A
https://www.google.com.br/search?q=manifesta%C3%A7%C3%B5es+em+bras%C3%ADlia&newwindow=1&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjOue6Dt5DLAhUED5AKHeCUCfcQsAQIHA&biw=1366&bih=657#imgrc=bB7LfPv0ETVMoM%3A
https://www.google.com.br/search?q=manifesta%C3%A7%C3%B5es+em+bras%C3%ADlia&newwindow=1&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjOue6Dt5DLAhUED5AKHeCUCfcQsAQIHA&biw=1366&bih=657#imgrc=bB7LfPv0ETVMoM%3A


- What unexpectedly sprang? 

 

The occupants... 

 

Being far from anything, especially from social movements, Brasilia became a 

kind of armoured city, quite convenient to lodge a military regime. In fact, 4 years 

after its inauguration, the city was sieged by a military government that brought 

democracy to an end, at least by a 25-year-period. 

 

The expansion of satellite cities 

 

Brasília´s appeal a national pole associated with its limits of building areas led to 

the booming of the satellite cities. If those cities, like Taguatinga, Ceilândia, 

Guará etc were mere camps to lodge workers, nowadays some of them have a 

significant economy and became in large extent independents from the Pilot Plan.  

 

Figure 18 - Federal District is a 5,779km2 area in which there are: The Pilot Plan (Brasília) and the 
satellite towns. Available at: http://www.segeth.df.gov.br/images/Mapas/principais_localidades_df.jpg 

 

 

 

http://www.segeth.df.gov.br/images/Mapas/principais_localidades_df.jpg


 

Figure 19 – Taguatinga: a satellite city quite independent. Available at: 

http://www.correiopopulardebrasilia.com.br/taguatinga-df/  

 

Conclusions 

 

We could infer that, despite of being a city planned to reflect an ideal society 

completed controlled and protected from adversities, its inhabitants did not follow 

exactly what was predicted in the project and the social dynamics are gradually 

transforming that ideal project in a « normal city », much more representative of 

the country than before.  
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