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Heterotopic Analysis of Rio de Janeiro 

Introduction 

 In 1967 Foucault introduced the term ‘heterotopia’ as an architecturally significant 

concept which would serve as one of many means for architects of the time to begin a transition 

away from their modernist ideals.1 Prior to this formulation of heterotopia, Foucault had used the 

idea as a lexical underpinning for a theory of discursive sites which he believed served to 

undermine conventional patterns of language. This initial articulation occurred in his 1966 book, 

The Order of Things; however, the architecturally driven iteration appeared the following year in 

a Foucault lecture titled, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias.”  

In our paper, we will venture to apply Foucault’s theory of heterotopic analysis to three 

spatiotemporal sites in Rio de Janeiro. These sites are: Morro da Conceição established in 1590, 

Templo da Humanidade founded in 1881, and the Pedregulho housing complex built in 1947. 

Unfortunately, while Foucault attempted to establish a salient conception of heterotopia as a 

precise, applicable theory, the abstractions, contradictions, and speculations throughout his 

lecture only leave the reader with at most a minimal definition of heterotopia – as a spatial 

formation which relies on social and architectural imperatives to derive its meaning. Foucault 

actually acknowledges the shortcomings of this lecture and attempted to prevent its publication. 

However, the influence of what he tries to describe has been felt in recent architectural theory. 

 Therefore, as part of this introduction we will establish our own working definition for 

heterotopia which we will develop through an interpretation and analysis of Foucault’s Of Other 

Spaces. Additionally, we will supplement our generalized definition with subcategories adopted 
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by other architectural scholars. This will allow us to create multiple, distinct perspectives on each 

of our three sites and their importance to the discussion of heterotopias. Part of these 

perspectives will be evaluating the differing levels of social, architectural, and topographical 

influence that can be observed at each site and during each time period. This evaluation will 

serve as a foundation for relating each site to our categorical definition of heterotopia. The 

purpose of which will be to further our ultimate goal of establishing how each of these sites is 

representative not only of a single heterotopia, but of multiple heterotopias existing at the same 

time and vying for the same space. We are thus preparing the way for an understanding of Rio – 

and the complex urban landscapes of any 20th Century “global city” – as heterotopias of 

heterotopias.  

By establishing a concrete definition for heterotopia within this introduction, we will be 

able to parse the exhibited heterotopic aspects of each site and analyze the relationships between 

them. We wish to show how these heterotopias interact with one another and the consequences 

of these interactions. These can be violent interaction (not necessarily physically violent, but 

ideologically violent), or they can be passive aggressive (meaning that they give way to 

subversive elements of resistance). Regardless, we are interested in examining the heterotopias 

that result from these encounters because we would argue that no heterotopia can completely 

overcome another. Instead what we see is the cannibalism, absorption, and adoption of one 

heterotopia over the other. The end goal of this paper then is to establish how using our 

definition of heterotopia can impel a deeper and much more comprehensive understanding of the 

social, architectural, and topographical influences governing these sites. Likewise, the 

relationship between these influences reflects the nature of the heterotopic analysis of Rio de 

Janeiro which we are advocating, and helps make sense of the complex spatial, temporal, 
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political, and cultural experience of navigating urban space in a contemporary global city such as 

Rio.  

The analysis begins with Foucault’s Of Other Spaces where he initiates the inception of 

heterotopia through a discussion of formalizing space. As we endeavor to establish our defined 

idea of heterotopia, we find that one of Foucault’s germinal ideas is that the modern site is 

“defined by relations of proximity between points of elements,” which leads to the notion that all 

space consists simply of intersecting lines and grids which delineate the physical and social 

boundaries of our heterotopias.2 The social aspect here is important to Foucault’s ideology in that 

he places special emphasis on the fact that the new site he is proposing extends beyond its 

physical, material construction. He states quite blatantly that the “problem of the human site or 

living space is not simply that of knowing whether there will be enough space for men in the 

world… but also that of knowing what relations of propinquity, what type of storage, circulation, 

marking, and classification of human elements should be adopted…”3 Space for him means 

relations and potentials, not just fixed positions.  

This attention which Foucault gives to the importance of demography and the human 

element marks a significant melding of two ideals. The new site Foucault proposes is not just a 

static grid, but instead Foucault has superimposed the organic nature of human populations, their 

movement and interaction, over the inanimateness of architectural form. The import of this 

overlay is significant for our sites, as well, as each is emblematic of a specific social and 

historical dynamic which plays out through the interactions. What is important for our 

conversation here is the question of how the denizens of these heterotopias move throughout this 

demography and cross the boundaries of the clashing heterotopias which we aim to establish. 

Additionally, each of these heterotopic interactions and their associated social dynamic is 
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representative of the time period which portends each sites’ consequential years on which we 

will focus. However, this does not establish enough of a characterization of heterotopia to 

adequately facilitate our desired conversation in relation to these sites.  

Regardless, this notion of a time dependent space generates Foucault’s next dichotomic 

opposition between space and time. Each has a role to play in Foucault’s heterotopia, but these 

roles manifest at different levels depending on the specific heterotopia. For example, Foucault 

characterizes his own time period by anxiety which has to do “fundamentally with space, no 

doubt a great deal more than with time.”4 The major concern of his era is space since in 

Foucault’s view the notion of time is merely to serve as a functional element to recognize the 

various degrees of distribution of the physical and social space in the new context of the 

heterotopia. While time can serve as a point of analytical reflection within the realm of 

Foucault’s era, a more primary concern is the relation between “internal space” and “external 

space,” the latter of which is allotted power through its ability to draw us “out of ourselves” and 

is where “the erosion of our lives, our time, and our history occur.”5  

This idea of a changing synergy between space and time is purposefully built into our 

planned analysis through our choice of sites. Each occupies a distinct space (physical and social) 

and a distinct time (decade). How these factors contribute to the heterotopic dynamic within the 

spheres of these sites is of particular interest for us. This is because such analysis will enable us 

to identify the decisive factors which dictate the historical context in which these interactions 

between opposing heterotopias are occurring. As we will see further on in this investigation of 

Foucault’s lecture, he proposes that each heterotopia correlates to a symmetric heterochrony; or a 

unique slice of time. This has particular pertinence to our goals since it is not completely clear 

about how the idea of spatiotemporal interactions operate through Foucault’s discussion. It is not 
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clear whether this dichotomy is a reciprocating relationship of inversely proportionate elements, 

or whether the scale of each element is independent of the other and their only relationship is the 

interaction itself. Through our site-driven analyses, we will be able to establish how both space 

and time are working together to contribute principally to the heterotopia. However, again this 

does not encompass the entirety of what we wish to accomplish by using Foucault’s heterotopia 

as an analytical tool.  

In fact, these distinctions appear even before the actual eventuation of heterotopia as a 

distinct term within the lecture. This is because Foucault is building up to his ambient dichotomy 

which manifests as an interrelationship between the new spatiotemporal heterotopia and the 

surreal utopia. It is through this distinction that Foucault gives us his first concrete definition of 

heterotopia. In essence, heterotopias are “places that do exist and that are formed in the very 

founding of society” which is at odds with Foucault’s conception of utopias as “fundamentally 

unreal spaces.”6 However, as Foucault attempts to concretize this ideal his explanation becomes 

muddled through nebulous language which serves to obscure rather than clarify. This can be 

exemplified through his subsequent discussion of the difference between heterotopias and 

utopias. Foucault believes that heterotopias serve as a counter-site which can contrast utopias; 

however, it becomes clear that this differential is not meant to suggest that heterotopia and utopia 

are separate entities in opposition to each other. Instead, what we see is that the two are 

intimately intertwined through Foucault’s mirror metaphor.  

What Foucault proposes through this imagery is that the mirror is representative of the 

utopia in that the reflection contained therein is located in a virtual space. That virtual space is 

within the realm of the mirror and as such cannot be physically accessed. As Foucault puts it, the 

mirror is a “placeless place.”7 The reflection is a projection of a reality which creates a paradox 
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of visibility and space since when we look into a mirror we can see ourselves where we are not 

located in actuality. We are able to see ourselves in a place where we are absent.8 While this may 

seem clear, it is convoluted by the Foucault’s addition where he claims that the mirror is also a 

heterotopia. This is because the mirror itself is a physical, real object. Moreover, that utopian 

reflection of the virtual world is only possible because of the physical existence of both that 

which is reflected and of the object which does the reflecting. In this way Foucault sets up 

heterotopias as paradoxical spaces which are both real and unreal, and both are and are not 

utopian. However, we can see now through the mirror metaphor that heterotopias and utopias 

rely on each other in order to exist, but it cannot be denied that Foucault works hard to be sure 

that his meaning is lost within his theorizing.  

The benefit of this looseness of definition is that it warrants a variety of interpretations. 

One assertion Foucault makes which is a driving force behind the definition we have developed 

is the idea that heterotopias are a kind of “effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites… are 

simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted.”9 The ambiguity of the phrase “effectively 

enacted utopia” is never resolved, but it is a key aspect of our definition for heterotopia. That is 

because it provides the stakes for the abstruse relationship between heterotopia and utopia. Those 

stakes will define how we will be able to analyze the real world sites of Rio de Janeiro through 

this abstract ideology. His note that in heterotopias, other real sites are also “represented, 

contested, and inverted” is the inspiration for our argument that the sites on which we have 

chosen to focus are marked by the interactions between the multiple heterotopias attempting to 

occupy that space. We want to make visible the consolidation and the dissolution of distinct 

social and spatial ideals as the conflicting archetypes of heterotopia and utopia as represented by 

the mirror struggle for existence. To put it succinctly, we use the term “heterotopia” to designate 
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an unrealized utopia. We take this stance because as we will see through our analyses of each site 

there is a stark disjuncture between the intended form and function and the reality which it came 

to inhabit.  

This reality can be understood according to the categories of social, architectural, and 

topographical characteristics that manifest at different levels throughout the spatiotemporal 

extensions of these sites. Bringing greater specificity to this general framework, Foucault 

outlines six further principles which define his heterotopias. We use certain principles from this 

list as a significant foundation for our own working definition of heterotopia which we wish to 

apply to the sites we have indicated. Of particular importance to our discussion are the second 

and sixth principles defined by Foucault. The ideas presented here are, first, that a heterotopia 

demonstrates a function within society and in relation to the surrounding space, and second, that 

this function may be at odds with new developing functions through the passing of time as 

dictated by the inhabitants of that society. However, our contention in this paper is to show that 

in the cases of the sites we are examining this contestation of function, instead, constitutes an 

outright clashing between multiple heterotopias in a single space.  

Principles four and five also play a role in this analysis in that they relate to more 

concentrated discussion of the functions of time and space in heterotopias. The idea 

encompassing principle four was mentioned previously when we discussed time as a heterotopic 

factor by stating that heterotopias are linked to a specific slice of time. This is where Foucault 

establishes the term heterochrony in conjunction with heterotopia. The significance of the 

heterochronic slice of time is that it acts as a catalyzing force in the function of the heterotopia. 

Foucault states that a heterotopia “begins to function at full capacity when men arrive at a sort of 

absolute break with their traditional time.”10 However, the exact implication of what it means to 
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break from traditional time is unclear – although his examples of liminal situations such as 

initiations, festivals, and revolutions do begin to flesh out this notion.  

Principle five relates back to the proposed question of how individuals are able to move 

throughout the heterotopias that overlay society. The access points and rules of this mobility are 

specific to each heterotopic interaction and are aspects on which we will attempt to shed light. 

Foucault characterizes principle five by saying that heterotopias always “presuppose a system of 

opening and closing that both isolates them and makes them penetrable.”11 One way in which 

this notion of accessibility and opening and closing is suggested is through the opposition 

“between private space and public space, between family space and social space, between 

cultural space and useful space, between the space of leisure and that of work.”12 The 

significance that these impressions maintain for our purposes has to do with the rituals required 

to pass from one sphere to the other between these opposing heterotopias. As Foucault suggests, 

“to get in one must have certain permission and make certain gestures;” therefore, the nature of 

accessibility is consecrated by the social regulations operating in a specific heterotopia.13 As we 

will see, these distinctions play a major role in acquainting us with the particular interactions and 

confrontations transpiring between the heterotopias we will be discussing. 

A specific application of this aspect of accessibility will be through a concern for the 

exclusion of minorities within the social fabric of these sites. This is a major way in which 

multiple heterotopias are established as a presence in a single space. Mary McLeod pays 

particular attention to this facet of heterotopias which Foucault disregards in her paper, 

“Everyday and ‘Other’ Spaces,” where she identifies this exclusion of minorities as a serious 

problem in the world of heterotopias. Her issue, and one which will play a significant role 

throughout our discussions, is that Foucault’s use of the colony as an example is limited in that 



P a g e  | 9 
 

he “never attempts to see the colony through the eyes of the colonized.”14 This engenders a sense 

of otherness throughout the topic of heterotopias which is felt poignantly within the sites which 

we highlight. This sense of otherness is only accentuated by what McLeod calls the “privileged 

and politically charged” aspects of heterotopic environments which break with the “banality of 

everyday existence” and grant us “insight into our condition.”15 While Foucault is concerned 

with our condition as it is made apparent to us through the mirrored reflection, he does not 

consider this deeper consequence of external and internal reflection as it applies to the 

centralized concerns of minority presence. Though Foucault pays this point little attention, the 

rules of access and exclusion that regulate heterotopias frequently serve to reinforce the existing 

relationships among social categories, such as hierarchies of class and race. Not everyone has 

equal access to all heterotopias, and thus we may find within a heterotopia reinforcements (as 

well as inversions) of the dominant and repressive hierarchies of the society within which it 

appears. For that reason (and for the reason that racial and ethnical opposition have a central role 

in Brazilian history), we take this ideal as a major influential force in our definition and analysis 

of heterotopia.  

 Related to this idea of the exclusion of minorities is the notion of power and resistance 

which is elaborated by Henry Urbach in his paper, “Writing Architectural Heterotopia,” where 

he consolidates the Foucault’s ideals into a dynamic dichotomy through which we can analyze 

the sites of our Brazilian heterotopias. He urges us to “consider again the salient aspects of 

heterotopia” by realizing it is “bounded, but still has effects beyond its borders… It maintains 

heterotopic effect by concretizing ways of thinking and practicing space that loosen the hold of 

dominant codes, challenging structures of regulation and control that obtain elsewhere. However 

momentarily, it dissolves, destabilizes, and interrupts power.”16 What we must realize here is the 
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immense stakes which Urbach establishes for heterotopias as a societal predominance which can 

control the interactions between peoples and cultures. Essentially, what is at stake throughout 

these discussions from McLeod and Urbach is that ability to enter and move throughout a space 

in a manner in which establishes one’s belonging to that place. It is one thing to be present 

within a space such as a heterotopia, but it is a completely separate phenomenon to understand 

the quality of being a member of a certain heterotopia. And by establishing this inherent import 

we can begin to understand the ritualistic and cultural implications of having multiple 

heterotopias vying for the same space.  

 All of these themes of accessibility can be brought under a single heading of liminal 

space which we will use to designate this idea. David Harvey alludes to this ideal of the liminal 

space in relation to heterotopias when he claims that heterotopias could represent “spaces in 

which difference, alterity, and ‘the other’ might flourish or (as in architecture) actually be 

constructed.”17 He also quotes Hetherington in describing heterotopias as “spaces of alternate 

ordering” which “organize a bit of the social world in a way different to that which surrounds 

them.”18 This is the essence of the liminal space which we aim to espouse for our analysis as 

they contribute substantially to notions of heterotopia. The relationship of dichotomies will 

distinctly be identified throughout each individual site as they pertain to the analysis of the 

heterotopic atmospheres at work therein. Likewise, the categorical attributes of social, 

architectural, and topographical characteristics will be examined in keeping with the definition of 

heterotopia we have been proposing in this introduction. To reiterate, our goal is to show how the 

discontinuities between the different functions operating within these spaces suggest the 

presence of multiple heterotopias in opposition with one another. Through this analysis we hope 

to gain a more concrete, applicable understanding of heterotopia as a social and architectural 
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imperative, one which is very much alive in the streets and structures of Rio and other urban sites 

today.   
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Morro da Conceição  

O Morro da Conceição, or hill of conception, is located in the Zona Portuária (port zone) 

of Rio de Janeiro in the neighborhood of Saúde; this site is one of the oldest in Rio, dating back 

over 445 years. Settlement in this area began in 1590 with the construction of the church of 

Nossa Senhora da Conceição by the Portuguese colonizers. The area attracted aristocrats and 

wealthy shipping merchants, who in the 1700s built elegant villas on the hill; this in turn 

replaced the beaches for docks, where the slave trade flourished1. By the mid-1800s, with the 

abolishment of the slave trade, the docks’ allure declined and the wealthy fled to other, more 

seductive neighborhoods of Rio. The morro never recovered from this decline and the area has 

been virtually neglected by the government of Rio since then, despite its multi-faceted history. 

Recently, as prerequisite for the bid for the 2016 Olympics, the city of Rio has undertaken a 

major project to revitalize the port area, named “Porto Maravilha,” which includes some work in 

the Morro da Conceição to conserve the colonial Portuguese architecture and cobblestone 

streets.2 

A Journey through Morro da Conceição 

Not too far away from the Museu de Arte do Rio (MAR), located near Praça Maua, is the 

Morro da Conceição. Walking from the direction of the MAR, we crossed a small camelódromo 

(outdoor market) and made our way past a row of half-standing buildings to a small opening at 

the end of the row, a swift diagonal cluttered with cars. After passing through this unofficial 

gate, we encountered the historic Pedra do Sal. At the foot of the stone there is a small praça-

like space with cobblestone ground. At the time of our visit, even though it was a Monday night, 

there was nothing in the praça, save for a car parked at one end, due to the impending rain 

showers that night. We were told that this was where Samba took place every Monday and 
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Friday evening. Samba here would begin at seven and go on until the dancers stopped dancing, 

sometimes that meant until sunrise.3  

(Insert Image Morro 1 (Kahaari Kenyatta)) 

The praça was adorned by a single, decaying plaque that categorized this space as a 

“quilombo,” a hinterland settlement founded by escaped slaves.4 Continuing our journey through 

the morro, we climbed the steps that were carved by the African slaves who carried salt to the 

top of the mountain 200 years ago.5 The stone was slippery due to the rain and our ascent was 

slow, yet it gave us time to appreciate the graffiti that decorates the praça and promotes the 

beauty of being African. At the top of the stone there was an informal kiosk made of bars and 

blue plastic sheets suspended from them, and underneath some dwellers were taking refuge from 

the rain.  

(Insert Image Morro 2 (Kahaari Kenyatta)) 

The top of the stone blends seamlessly with the narrow cobblestone pathway that winds 

higher into the morro. Small, closely packed houses on the verge of collapse line the single 

pathway. After a short walk, this pathway turns swiftly at a ninety degree angle and connects to a 

slightly wider, yet steeper, street lined by various types of cars. It is important to note that the 

street was wide enough for one and a half cars, yet it functioned as a two-way street. This street 

then forks, the right side leading to the Observatorio do Valongo and os Jardins Suspensos and 

the left side leading to the Fortaleza da Conceição. We take the street leading to the observatory 

and gardens first. At the fork there is a simple metal playground area that doubles as a 

community park and an observation deck to view the city below. Here we observed the colorful 

mural painted by Tomaz Viana in 2013, a great addition to the neighborhood.6  We continued our 

slow ascent of the morro, as the street grew steeper and steeper the higher we went, ultimately 
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finding ourselves in front of the observatory, but distanced by a metal crossbar impeding our 

entrance. We then wrapped around the observatory and found ourselves descending the morro 

until we reached the top of os Jardins Suspensos (Hanging Gardens). The gardens stood there, 

also closed off to the public at this time by an iron fence. It is a beautiful 19th century Parisian-

style garden with marble statues of Roman gods built in 1906.7 The path leading to the top of the 

gardens was even skinnier and steeper than the one in Pedra do Sal, making access to the houses 

that surround the gardens more difficult and from what we observed more frustrating to the 

dwellers. 

(Insert Image Morro 3 (Tomaz Viaba Mural credit http://www.panoramio.com/photo/89050396) 

We turned back and returned to the fork, this time taking a right. This street was lined 

with cars and colorful Portuguese-style colonial houses on both sides of the street. As we saw by 

peering through some doorways, the houses, although appearing small on the outside, are 

actually rather big on the inside. The street leading to the Fortaleza da Conceição is composed 

of many tight turns, constantly occluding what is to come. We then reached a large triangular 

opening, where we could observe the Fortaleza and all of its glory, sitting at the top of the 

morro, overlooking the entire neighborhood of Saúde as well as other close-by neighborhoods.  

The fortress, built in 1715 to defend the city of Rio from the French, is now a museum and it 

stands intact as if it had just been constructed8. 

(Insert Image Morro 4 credit https://www.flickr.com/photos/claudiolara/387189824) 

Our descent on the south side of the morro was less scenic. The street was equally narrow 

as the one leading to the Fortaleza, but exponentially steeper than all of the previous roads we 

had walked on, mainly because the total area of the space we descended through was smaller 

than the area of the ascent. By then night had fallen. The street zigzagged down the side of the 
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morro and connected us back to Avenida Presidente Vargas diagonally from the camelódromo de 

Uruguaiana. 

Morro da Conceição as Heterotopias 

 Here we will discuss the many heterotopias that have resulted from the layered history 

and social strata present in the Morro da Conceição. We do not think it is possible to enumerate 

all of the heterotopias present here due to its multi-faceted history, so we will only discuss a few. 

Morro da Conceição is distinct from many other places in Rio de Janeiro because of its 

conflicted history. This is a place of origin for the glorious city of Rio, as one of the first 

settlements, but it is also the origin of one of the biggest injustices in history; slavery. Here, more 

explicitly than any of the other sites to be discussed, the heterotopias that are present are in a 

violent opposition, neither one letting up.  

Brazil has a long history of slavery, and consequentially a long history of resistance. 

Quilombos were formed as a result of slaves running away and creating their own community.9 

This is the case for the lower north side of Morro da Conceição, where the Pedra do Sal is 

located. This quilombo which began in the late 18th century is a heterotopia, existing in active 

opposition to the spatial order of colonialism, international trade, and slavery at work at the 

port.10 As a heterotopia, access and/or belonging to this quilombo is restrictive and required 

satisfying certain criteria.11 Although not a legal mandate, the people that inhabited this area 

were black by choice. That is, in order to enter the quilombo during its prime, there was an 

understood rule that you had to belong to the community archetype, you had to meet the criterion 

of being an ex-slave or someone oppressed by the white man to cross the threshold, otherwise 

you had no business there.  
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The concept of quilombo also implies a liminal space, yet another characteristic that 

defines this place as a heterotopia. This quilombo during the 18th century was a place where the 

rules differed from those of the rest of the city. This quilombo became a place of safe haven for 

ex-slaves and their descendants to live in. As Hetherington described, a heterotopia can be 

characterized as a space that is organized differently from its surrounding space.12 The quilombo 

did such in its attempt to liberate itself from white dominance. Black and African were seen as 

beautiful and celebrated, and continue to be celebrated, while in the rest of the city and in the rest 

of the country white was the preferred race by the governing class.13 Here the Black and African 

community were able to practice their religious cults like candomblé, capoeira, and other 

practices that were not allowed to take place in the rest of the city.14  

Foucault includes in his list of heterotopic spaces such places as “cemeteries, colonies, 

brothels, and prisons,” therefore another heterotopia that is present is that of the colonial elite, 

the founders of the physical site.15 Their influence is represented by the colonial architecture that 

sits on the top section of the morro. Their very physical position is indicative of the unbalanced 

power structure.  As previously mentioned the interaction between the quilombo and the colonial 

elite heterotopias is the most violent. The colonial elite played the role of the Western-world 

oppressing minorities with disregard, ultimately influencing the creation of the quilombo as a 

subversive type of heterotopia16. The quilombo worked as a collection of minorities, allowing 

anyone who was oppressed access and protection, while obstructing the way of the tyrannical 

colonizers.   

In modern times, this space persists as a liminal space with the continuation of some of 

the rituals and traditions that took place in the 18th century. As mentioned before every Monday 

and Friday there are rodas de Samba in the praça-like area in front of Pedra do Sal.17 These 
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events completely transform the praça by adding in the samba band and all other objects 

necessary for dancing samba and hosting the event. Differently to before, the make-up of the 

people present changes. Tourists and cariocas that would not normally frequent Pedra do Sal are, 

to an extent, invited in for this event only. Then when the samba is over, the visitors leave for 

they never truly formed part of the quilombo as they were excluded from the heterotopia.18  

Access to the morro remains restricted currently, but in a new more modern manner of 

unequal heterotopias. As previously discussed the roads in the morro are wide enough to fit one 

and a half cars comfortably, yet they function as two way streets. The steepness of the roads 

vary, but are consistently very steep to the point that it takes extra skill to be able to make it up 

the streets using stick shift cars or more modern and expensive cars. Lastly, the winding roads 

and sharp, almost 90 degree, turns take certain knowledge of the area and of the people in order 

to successfully navigate these roads without disrupting the flow and without getting into a 

serious accident allowing access only to those that belong, making it evident that outsiders are 

not welcome. But in a striking shift in the historical power relations visible in the quilombo, this 

exclusion now serves an economic and cultural elite: the hill is a site of growing gentrification.  
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Templo da Humanidade  

O Templo da Humanidade, or the Positivist Church, was founded on 11 May 1881 by 

Miguel de Lemos. The temple is located in the neighborhood of Gloria near the central part of 

Rio de Janeiro. Although founded in 1881, the physical temple was constructed between 1891 

and 1897, and was inaugurated on 1 January 1897.1 This was the first religious temple in the 

world built solely for the purpose of practicing the religion of humanity (positivism). Positivism 

was founded by the philosophy of French philosopher Auguste Comte, who divided progress into 

stages and organized the sciences into a hierarchy, to ultimately put his own moral and political 

philosophy at the very top.  

A Journey through the Templo da Humanidade  

As we approached the temple, coming from the metro stop of Gloria, we grew curious to 

see what the temple would look like having just had a crash course on positivism on the ride 

over. On the arch of the gate separating us from the temple were the words “Os vivos são sempre 

a cada vez mais governados pelos mortos” (the living are being governed by the dead even more 

each time) alluding to the importance of ancestry that the religion ascribes to. As we crossed the 

threshold into the courtyard in front of the temple, we were greeted by a large Brazilian flag 

hung from the entablature of the temple and a series of steps labeled with the “ladder” of the 

different types of sciences that make up positivism: math, astronomy, physics, chemistry, 

biology, sociology, and morality.2   

(Insert Image Templo 1 (Paul Marett)) 

The temple itself was designed in a neoclassical style appropriating all of the classical 

characteristics of the columns, entablature, pediment and a cornice, but all was done in concrete 

as opposed to the traditional marble. Six columns frame the entrance to the temple holding up a 
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frieze that reads “O amor por princípio e a ordem por base, o progresso por fim” (Love as 

principle, order as the basis, progress as the goal). Behind the columns are three doors each with 

their own positivist doctrine above them. On the floor between the columns and the doors, sits a 

compass rose that indicates the direction of Paris. Similar to how a Mosque is oriented to the 

direction of Mecca, all positivist temples need to be oriented towards Paris.   

(Insert Image Templo 2 (Lindsay Wong)) 

The outside of the temple is misleading with regards to the size of the interior; it is much 

larger than it appears to be. The inside of the temple is a central nave constituted by a single 

barrel vault that extends from the entrance to the very back of the temple and opens into a 

semicircle where the altar is usually housed. The nave is lined with 14 chapels, each housing a 

bust of one of the 364 influences of positivism, which include Moses, Homer, Aristotle, 

Archimedes, Descartes, Guttenberg, and the like. At the end of the nave, similar to a Christian 

church, is an altar with a statue or some sort of representation of the god/ideology the religion 

centers around. In the case of followers of positivism, the altar of this church holds a statue of a 

feminine figure that has the face of Clotilde de Vaux and holds in her arms a baby which 

represents humanity.  

(Insert Image Templo 3 credit: http://historianovest.blogspot.com.br/2010/07/templo-da-

humanidade-arquitetura-e.html) 

Recently the temple underwent a terrible accident where the roof caved in. The church 

has been under renovations and reparations since March 2009. Even though the positivist church 

has been a great influence in the history of Brazil, it more or less helped create the Republic after 

the coup, the temple continues to remain in ruins due to a lack of support from the city 

government as well as the people of Rio. Additionally, the original template for the Brazilian 
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flag which was designed by Positivist members and housed in the Templo da Humanidade has 

been stolen due the weak security resulting from the building damage.  

(Insert Image Templo 4 credit http://historianovest.blogspot.com.br/2010/07/templo-da-

humanidade-arquitetura-e.html) 

Templo da Humanidade as Heterotopia 

 The architecture of this building is central in making clear how a single site can register 

multiple dimensions, even some which are opposed to each other. A single heterotopia houses, 

and may even try to reconcile, multiple “utopias” which might serve as guiding ideals. As we 

have mentioned, the nature of the architecture draws heavily on classical styles; however, the 

material used (in this case concrete) is emblematic of the future of architecture. In this way, the 

physical embodiment of the building acts as a kind of bridge between architectural ideals. On the 

one side we have the classic and the other we have the modern which relates back to the idea of 

heterochronies and slices of time. What was suggested is that the heterotopic space cannot 

function fully until there is a marked break from “traditional time.” This can be interpreted 

through the architecture as the temple attempts to conjoin these two influences. Therefore, we 

must question how this site is able to function within its slice of time since it has not yet broken 

from its traditional time. What we can conclude from this analysis of the architecture is that there 

is not just one single function attempting to establish itself in this space, but instead there are two 

distinct functions fighting one another for primary existence. In this way, the architecture is 

illustrative of a larger social and ideological battle occurring in and around this site. But the 

building itself seeks to overcome this tension between classical tradition and modern materials in 

the famous slogan on its frieze: it combines order (tradition, stability) and progress (modernity, 

change).  
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 This relates back to the foundations and goals of Positivism, itself, and the progressive 

attitudes exhibited by its Brazilian members. These attitudes would come to play a dramatic role 

in the intellectual basis for the coup against the Empire of Brazil and the power it held over its 

colony. The Positivists involved in this coup gained support for their cause as they criticized “the 

institutions of slavery, monarchy, and the Church as constraining the natural progress of the 

nation.”3 In this case, the opposing heterotopias extend beyond the boundaries of the physical 

temple and inhabit a space much more closely linked to the development of the social space of 

Brazil. This is because the ideals of the Positivists constituted a pervasive force throughout 

Brazil’s society. This clash between the monarchy and the ideals that would form the basis for 

the new Republic represent the opposition between power and resistance highlighted by Urbach. 

The heterotopic conditions work to substantiate the Positivist mode of thinking which would also 

work to destabilize and eventually dispel the monarchy, replacing one mode of order with a new 

one.  

 This is an example of the physically and intellectually violent clash that can result from 

the interactions between two opposing utopian visions, both of which might exist within a single 

heterotopia. However, while the two tendencies struggled to overcome the other, neither one had 

the potential to fulfill the utopic values which they purported. Even when the coup succeeded in 

removing the monarchy, the established heterotopia was never anything more than an unrealized 

utopia. In addition to the proclamation of the Republic, the Positivist goals – including the end of 

slavery; the “social inclusion of the poor and of the black populations;” the “defense of and 

respect for the Brazilian indigenous populations;” the “separation of church and state;” “the 

defense of peaceful politics;” the “fight against all forms of despotism;” and the “fight against 

militarism, imperialism, and war as a political option” would still need to come to fruition before 



P a g e  | 23 
 

the idyllic utopia could be established.4 However a complete utopia was never possible as the 

Republic struggled to fight corruption and the desire for power throughout many levels of the 

new government. Even so, many of the large-scale modernizing projects of the Republic – the 

opening up of urban spaces, the creation of infrastructure for sanitation and communication, and 

the creation of institutes of public health – bore the stamp of Positivism. Positivist ideals acted as 

a bridge between the new and old forms of government in much the same way as the physical 

architecture of the building can be viewed as a bridge between the old and the new.  

 Furthermore, we must recall that no heterotopia can overcome another. Instead there is a 

sort of consolidation of the physical and social space to accommodate the prevailing spatial 

order. One strong example in which we see the absorption of the monarchial space is the way in 

which the leaders of the Republic worked to erase the image of the monarchy entirely from 

Brazil as a nation. This is exhibited prevalently through architecture as the new Republic 

attempted to redefine the symbolism associated with many of the architectural structures which 

had come to represent the seat of Portuguese power in Brazil. Of course the most important 

example of this is the re-appropriation of the palace as the new National Museum. Instead of 

destroying the actual, physical seat of power in Brazil, the new Republic through the influence of 

Positivist thinkers chose to redefine the building as a place of knowledge and learning. This is 

not to say that the monarchy was against the development of a national image based on natural 

history and science. Many of the artifacts which were moved into the new National Museum 

came from the collection of Dom João IV of Portugal who established the Royal Museum in 

1818 to promote Brazil and attract foreign intellectuals. However, the rebranding of the palace 

and the adoption of the museum collection marks a distinct cannibalization of the monarchial 

heterotopia as the Positivist heterotopia worked to establish a new social space.  
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 That last question we should concern ourselves with is how the Positivist Church and its 

inherent ideals are represented in a modern context. Of course, the temple now occupies a 

different slice of time from its initial conception, but the influence it has on the social landscape 

is unclear. Likewise, the function of the temple has been altered and therefore its spatial and 

temporal utopia – house in this still-standing heterotopia -  is no longer the dominant and guiding 

ideal which overcame the power of the monarchy. While there is no poll to tell us how Brazilians 

relate to Positivism in the modern context, the state of degradation seen at the temple is 

suggestive of Positivism’s fall in Brazil. The site struggles to acquire funding to reconstruct the 

building, and this struggle is reflective of the diminishing influence of the Positivist heterotopia 

on the social landscape as the historical and cultural importance of the site diminishes alongside 

it. This might come as a surprise to an American reader since there is a clear parallel between the 

struggle of the Positivist thinkers and the Founding Fathers in the United States. Of course, much 

of the importance and demigod status placed on these Founding Fathers are spurred by American 

idealism and exceptionalism, but the fact remains that there is a distinct disregard for the 

historical importance of this movement and the heterotopia it represents. This only further 

supports the notion of the heterotopia as an unrealized utopia since the neglect of the Positivist 

church constitutes a dramatic failure in the adoption of the utopic ideals of the space. Despite 

positivism’s huge impact on Brazilian modernization, the specificities of the social dynamic it 

tried to establish has in many ways been lost as the memory as the memory fades with the 

decaying of the building.  

                                                        
1 “Templo da Humanidade,” Igreja Positiva do Brasil, 2015, https://blogdaipb.wordpress.com/religiao-da-humanidade/.  
2 Ibid 
3 “Positivism,” accessed 30 April 2015, http://library.brown.edu/fivecenturiesofchange/chapters/chapter-4/positivism/ 
4 Gustavo Biscaia de Lacerda, “Philosophy and Political Movement,” accessed 30 April 2015, 
http://positivists.org/blog/brazil-en 
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Pedregulho 

 O Conjunto Residencial Prefeito Mendes de Moraes, more commonly known as 

Pedregulho, is located in the neighborhood of São Cristóvão, in the north part of Rio de Janeiro. 

It was designed by modernist, Brazilian architect Affonso Eduardo Reidy and overseen by 

Carmen Portinho; the project was constructed in 1952. Pedregulho was commissioned for the 

purpose of housing low-income government workers arriving from rural regions of Brazil by 

government and therefore it belongs in Reidy’s social architecture phase. “Social architecture” 

meant to “consciously plan and design social space within physical space to optimize human 

interactions and maintain intended social frameworks”.1 As part of the Brazilian modernist 

movement, Pedregulho features characteristics of a universalized modern architecture, such as 

free plan, free façade, and pilotis, as well as Brazilian modernist characteristics like the Brazilian 

curve.   

A Journey through Pedregulho 

The main building stands high on the hill side and can be observed from the center of São 

Cristóvão neighborhood. The housing complex itself spans 260 meters and is situated on the side 

of a hill supported by the hill on one side and pilotis (columns supporting the building above an 

open ground level) on the other.2 The overall curve follows the contours of the hillside, working 

with the topography as opposed to against it, creating an asymmetrical curve.  To enter 

Pedregulho we had to drive up the hill around to the side that faces the hill. We took one of the 

two bridges to get from the hill side to the main complex. Reidy consciously designed the 

building so that we enter on the third floor of seven. By entering on the third (intermediary), it 

renders all of the seven floors accessible to the inhabitants without the need of an elevator3.  
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(Insert Image Pedregulho 1 credit http://arquiteturaurbanismotodos.org.br/conjunto-

habitacional-do-pedregulho/) 

“The intermediary floor also serves as a visual, social, and circulatory mediator between 

the diverse spaces” (public vs. private) within Pedregulho.4 As we entered the intermediary floor, 

we encountered a floor plan populated by pilotis as well as some commercial establishments, 

such as a barbershop. Reidy’s intention was that this space would be used to house different 

services for the inhabitants. On the intermediary floor is located the housing office where we met 

our tour guide, who explained to us the logistics of the housing complex as well as showed us the 

model representation of the entire complex. Pedregulho was designed with the programme of 

becoming a self-contained community. Along with the main housing complex Reidy included a 

nursery, primary school, gymnasium, pool, crèche, and laundry area, in order to fulfill the 

majority of the needs of the inhabitants.  

(Insert Image Pedgregulho 2 (Ariela Osuna)) 

At different intervals, of both horizontal and vertical space, there are sections of brick 

façades. Hollow bricks are arranged in a grid system to create air flow across the floor as well as 

partial shield from the sun rays. The 272 living units of Pedregulho are modular, as an attempt to 

maximize the amount of space per apartment.5 We were able to enter one of the apartment units 

during our visit, because our contact took us inside of one. The place itself was not big, but it 

wasn’t necessarily small either; one could easily imagine a family of three comfortably living 

there.  

(Insert Image Pedregulho 3 (Paul Marett)) 

Our contact then took us back down, over the other bridge, and down an informal 

pathway to the other buildings that make up the housing complex. The further away we got from 
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the living quarters the negligence of both the inhabitants and the government became more 

evident. The area surrounding the main building of Pedregulho was covered in trash. Most of the 

other buildings, besides the school, were either in a state of decay or had been completely 

abandoned.  

(Insert Image Pedregulho 4 (Carissa Lim)) 

Pedregulho as Heterotopias 

In this section, we will utilize our definition of heterotopia to analyze the different 

heterotopias present in Pedregulho and what characteristics of heterotopia that they embody. In 

the case of Pedregulho we propose at least three different layers of this heterotopia, all combined 

at once; the physical site as a heterotopia, the intention of the site as another, and the dwellers as 

another.   

“Pedregulho, praised by Max Bill, in 1953, and by le Corbusier, in his passing through 

Brazil in 1962, marked a moment of international recognition for Reidy’s architectonic and 

urbanistic works.”6 The project was intended to be an example of “how every city should be 

built.”7 In other words, it was intended to be a utopia, an example of a perfect living 

arrangement, and due to its impending success to be replicated throughout the world. Pedregulho 

was created as a result of the post-war leftist government’s attempt to use architecture for social 

change and political reform.8 It was intended to house the people coming from rural areas who, 

without the existence of Pedregulho, would have ended up in favelas. This was an attempt to 

avoid the development of yet another favela in the city of Rio de Janeiro and possibly also in 

cities all over Brazil. What makes this site explicitly a heterotopia is its unrealized intention of 

being a utopia, because even though Pedregulho was realized as a physical site, the perfectly 

working society that it was desired to be as a result of the architecture never materialized.  
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Presently the site has lost most of its initial glory and has decayed due to neglect.9 Although this 

is an unrealized utopia, the heterotopia that resulted allows us to analyze the site through a 

specific set of lens that deals with the idea of what it means to not fulfill initial expectations.  

According to Foucault’s fifth principle, a characteristic of a heterotopia implies that an 

“individual has to submit to rites and purifications” in order to obtain access.10 In order to live in 

Pedregulho, a person has to be employed by the local government so that rent could be deducted 

from the dweller’s paycheck. Because Pedregulho is public housing complex, the government 

imposes several strict restrictions and regulations on its inhabitants which form part of the ritual 

to inhabit this heterotopia. Before moving in, any future resident has to be checked for diseases, 

be willing to “uphold the pure, white aesthetic of the architecture,” and agree to frequent 

inspections by the authorities. 11 If the inhabitant does not follow the regulations, he/she can be 

subject to eviction.  

The location itself of Pedregulho, on the periphery of Rio and its placement jutting out 

from the side of a hill, speak of the site’s physical removal from the city of Rio de Janeiro. This 

renders Pedregulho neither completely part of Rio nor completely outside of Rio, making it a 

physical intermediary space or a liminal space. The way that Pedregulho was designed to operate 

also adds to the partial disconnect from the city.12 This was a space built to be its own self-

contained community separate from its surroundings, which is why Reidy included a health 

center, a nursery, an elementary school, a chapel, etc. The idea was that Pedregulho would bring 

the city inside of the complex by providing general amenities without having to go very far. This 

was partly inspired as a solution to one of the main social problems favelas have: limited access 

to water, gas, electricity, and sewage. 
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Pedregulho was designed at the height of Reidy’s modernist style. As previously 

mentioned, Pedregulho embodies international modernist architecture characteristics as well as 

those distinct to Brazil; but it also embodies the modernist ideals of habitation. In other words 

Pedregulho was designed for the “modern man”, not the “common man”. This therefore implies 

that there exists a heterotopia for the “modern man” that is distinct for that of the  

“common man,” resulting in the existence of two clashing heterotopias in one physical space. An 

example of these two heterotopias clashing can be seen through the aspect of the laundry 

situation. Reidy and Portinho included a communal laundry room stocked with the latest models 

of washing machines, in an attempt to make more efficient the lives of the people doing laundry 

(mostly if not all female). Two kilograms of laundry detergent were given to each tenant 

annually, to encourage the use of the washing machines, and in other words as a bribe to accept 

the modernist lifestyle.13 This attempt failed as the women, coming from a rural setting, kept 

their old traditions of washing clothes. Instead of using the designated washing machines, the 

women were seen washing their clothes in the complex’s pool; the pool became a place to meet, 

work together, share information and gossip, and strengthen social bonds—not a place (as was 

intended) to develop individual health.  

This is an example that shows that the people in charge of the project did not find it 

necessary to adjust their plan according to the culture of the prospective inhabitants. Therefore, 

those in charge decided to impose the “modern life” that the architectural movement elicited as 

an attempt to elevate way of life and consequently social status.14 In the end it was very 

alienating for the inhabitants, because it served as a reminder that they did not fit into the 

lifestyle the elite envisioned for them. They may not have remained “common,” but they refused 

to become “modern” in the form intended by the building’s designers. This shows that these two 
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aspects of the heterotopia were in direct opposition with one another, neither one overcoming the 

other, even today.  

The clash between the two heterotopias is also a principal cause for the neglect of 

Pedregulho. The inhabitants never quite felt at home; this could have been due to the two distinct 

ways of life, or the fact that not one person owned a unit here and did not have a sense of 

responsibility for its upkeep, or many of the other alienating qualities that are found in 

Pedregulho.
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Summary and Conclusions 

Foucault develops a spatially and architecturally driven theory based on his development 

of the term “heterotopia” in his lecture, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias.” In addition 

to this break from traditional thinking, Foucault sets up three dichotomies to help define a 

heterotopia and its function. First, Foucault suggests that the new space of humanity is moving 

away from the post-Galilean way of conceptualizing space. It is no longer simply a focus on the 

static, grid aspects of space, but as well the demography of interactions between people and 

populations within this space. Second, he establishes the importance of time and space as each 

plays a role in describing how a heterotopia functions. The space anchors it physically in the 

reality of the slice of time in which it exists and allows for the interactions between multiple 

heterotopias. Last, Foucault uses the ideal of the spatiotemporal heterotopia against the surreal 

utopia to show how they work in opposition to one another. The utopia has no tangible claim to 

reality, while the heterotopia operates as the real space where people can move about and 

interact.  

 We incorporate these aspects into our own working definition of heterotopia. Foucault is 

very loose in his definition and application of heterotopia as an ideal; therefore, it is necessary 

for us to develop our own interpretation of this theory. This allows us to analyze the three sites of 

Morro da Conceição, Templo da Humanidade, and the Pedregulho housing complex through a 

very specific perspective in order to gain a deeper understanding of the influences at play in each 

of these sites. This perspective is based on our generalized definition characterizing heterotopia 

as an unrealized utopia. The specifics of our definition focus on the dichotomies established by 

Foucault by applying them to the social, architectural, and topographical characteristics of the 

three sites. We also place specific importance on some of Foucault’s principles of heterotopias. 
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These principles establish that heterotopias constitute a specific function within society and that 

function can change; they occupy a distinct slice of time; and, individuals must submit to certain 

rules and rituals in order to access certain heterotopias.  

Additionally, we incorporate the work of other authors to include the ideas of exclusion 

of minorities, power and resistance, and liminal space into our definition of heterotopia. 

Ultimately what we posit is that the discontinuities between the different functions operating 

within our sites suggest the presence of multiple heterotopias. These heterotopias are in 

opposition to one another, and these interactions between them do not allow for cohabitation but 

rather the cannibalization of one by the other. This relationship is what we focus on in order to 

gain a better understanding of the influence heterotopias have on space and societies. The 

following paragraphs outline the arguments and perspectives taken with regards to each site. As 

well, since this section is to serve as both a summary and a conclusion, it is important to note 

some of the lessons learned through these analyses of Rio. One shortcoming of our thesis is that 

it limits our views of these sites by demanding more out of the heterotopic perspective we are 

utilizing. Meaning that by using the heterotopia versus utopia distinction, we force ourselves to 

use utopic ideals as the standard for analysis. However, what we are able to learn by doing so is 

the focus of our paper. Therefore, the benefit of establishing such a harsh lens for examination 

drives the discussion. But we have learned that it is important to bear this in mind when reading 

this summary as well as when reviewing this paper as a whole.  

The physical site of Morro da Conceição is composed of many layers of conflicting 

history. The most violent opposition of heterotopias occurs here both physically and historically 

between the two sides of colonialism; the oppressors and the oppressed. Quilombos emerged in 

the same area as a colonial fortress, a symbol of Indigenous and African oppression. As a 



P a g e  | 33 
 

successful safe haven for oppressed people Quilombos became liminal spaces that defied the 

rules of its surroundings and allowed its inhabitants to practice their traditions. The colonists 

asserted their power and presence via the use of stylistic architecture and exclusivity. These 

patterns of opposition are present today in the same tone and can be easily detected.  

The Templo da Humanidade is an important site in our analysis because of its relation to 

the space-time dichotomy. With this site we see a much larger influence from the time aspects of 

our definition in what Foucault refers to as heterochronies. For our analysis the Templo 

represents a bridge between two ideals and slices of time as the site works to break from 

“traditional time” and transition to a new heterochrony and new heterotopia. This manifests 

through the coup against the monarchy as the citizens of Brazil fight to establish their own 

republic. The Templo is the bridging point for this social and ideological battle because the 

Positivist members of the Church were a driving force in the intellectual redefining of Brazil as a 

nation. This battle between heterotopias is even physically illustrated in the architecture of the 

building itself which melds classical architectural traditions with contemporary materials through 

its use of concrete to create its columns, entablature, pediment, and cornice. The Templo seeks to 

overcome the tensions apparent in these clashes of ideology which is exemplified by its slogan: 

ordem e progresso (order and progress) which now graces Brazil’s national flag. However, 

despite the significant influence that these ideology had on the creation of Brazil as a republic, 

there is still a lack of regard for the historical importance and preservation of this slice of time 

and space.  

In the analysis of the Pedregulho housing complex three different heterotopias were 

discussed; the purpose for the site, the physical site, and the inhabitants. The physical site was 

commissioned by the government with the dream that it would become a perfect self-contained 
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community and also be a solution to the growing favela “problem.” Living in Pedregulho 

implied fulfilling government-imposed requirements for the purification of the inhabitants. This 

dream was never realized and interest in Pedregulho slowly dwindled over the years. As a 

modernist building, the physical site itself demanded certain behavior that was contrary to the 

customs of the inhabitants. This in turn created a clash between the two entities that could be 

considered one of the main reasons for the neglect of the site.  

Through our analyses of each of these sites, we have come to recognize more clearly the 

inherent struggle associated with the heterotopic imperatives of these spaces. While it has been 

said that these struggles are not always physical and they are not always violent, it is difficult to 

establish a line of examination as we have done here without taking into consideration the 

immense influence and importance of these struggles. They have indeed shaped Rio de Janeiro in 

some way, large or small, through their abilities as heterotopias to seize society and form and 

apply a strong force to the space and to that time. In many ways these forces can be felt now in 

the 21st Century in the way in which we connect with, remember, and study these spaces. Most 

importantly our analysis should remind us that we must constantly be questioning the perspective 

we are registering and subscribing to as members of this global community. The heterotopic 

values presented here show the influence of certain sites on Rio’s development into a modern, 

global city, and as such, recognition of characteristics of such a space require acute attention.  

 
 
 

 

 


