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Abstract. This study examines the historical transformation of the Pinheiros River and its 
surroundings into a central axis of São Paulo’s urban and economic development. Through a 
literature-based approach, it investigates how public policies, private capital, and infrastructure 
projects reconfigured this territory throughout the 20th century, aligning it with logics of 
capitalist modernization. The rectification and canalization of the river—initiated under the 
influence of actors like Light & Power—were not simply environmental or technical solutions. 
Instead, they reflected broader strategies for industrial growth, energy generation, and real 
estate valuation, often legitimized by discourses of progress and development. The research 
applies Achille Mbembe’s necropolitics to analyze how urban planning decisions produced 
unequal geographies—where certain areas and populations were prioritized for investment 
while others were subjected to dispossession and neglect. Events such as the 1929 flood and 
subsequent expropriations illustrate how infrastructure projects operated as tools of spatial 
exclusion and control. Ultimately, the study argues that the making of modern São Paulo 
involved not only innovation and expansion but also mechanisms of socio-spatial 
marginalization. The case of the Pinheiros River exemplifies how urban space is shaped by 
intersecting forces of power, capital, and selective governance—raising critical questions about 
who benefits from development and who is left behind. 
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1.​ Introduction 

The Pinheiros River is known as the current central 
business of São Paulo. [2] The landscape of this area 
is considered by many the symbol of development 
and contemporaneity. Large avenues, a lot of 
bridges, many glazed buildings, tall constructions, 
and the postal card of São Paulo: the Octavio Frias 
de Oliveira Cable-Stayed Bridge (Fig. 1)   

However, to be transformed into this enormous 
business center and one of the richest areas of the 
city, many processes happened. Those are related to 
the economic, political, and social issues of that 
time. It was around 1850 that the coffee production 
transformed the city. Thanks to this new product, 
São Paulo attracted many immigrants, money, and 
industries. It was in the beginning of the 20th 
century that the city experienced deep changes. The 
main one was the horizontal expansion that the 
government stimulated as a way to overcome social 
problems. The result was the formation of many 
favelas and irregular occupations. It is also in this 
period that the richest people start to look for other 
areas of the city, which stimulated the actions of the   
real estate that started to actively shape the city's 
future [2] 

 

    

Fig. 1 - Octavio Frias de Oliveira Cable-Stayed Bridge  

Nevertheless, beyond the economic, political, and 
social dimensions commonly associated with the 
rectification of the Pinheiros River, there exists a less 
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frequently addressed aspect: necropolitics. This 
contemporary concept, increasingly relevant in 
current political discourse, is closely linked to the 
processes underlying the transformation of São 
Paulo's new business center.    

2.​ Methodology 

This research employed a literature review as its 
methodological approach, with the objective of 
identifying, analyzing, and synthesizing existing 
scholarly work on necropolitics and on rectification 
of the Pinheiros River. From these analyses it was 
possible to formulate the relationship between 
those two topics.   

3.​ Necropolitics 

3.1​Its basis 
Necropolitics is a term designated by Achille 
Mbembe, an African author, that focuses his 
attention on colonial violence, fights for 
independence, and resistance. Necropolitics 
incorporates many aspects, one of which is 
associated with the control over people's bodies, 
which is strongly associated with Foucault ideas: the 
biopower. This concept is related to the dominion 
over people's lives. Thus, the modern government, 
the State, is responsible for this control; in other 
words, the State dictates over life.   

Another aspect that the author illustrates is the fact 
that colonialism left deep scars in the colonies. As 
well as racism, which, according to Foucault, is a 
technology that allows the State to use their murder 
functions. [1] 

It is also worthy to mention that this structural 
racism that exists is used to create a fictional enemy. 
So, this will be used by the State to exercise 
necropolitics, justifying its attitudes toward the 
population, which will not be sensitized. This is also 
known as dehumanization, which according to 
Foucault is “the condition to the acceptance of 
making death.” [1] 

Therefore, for Mbembe, this concept is “the ability to 
dictate who can  live and who is supposed to die. 
Hence, killing or letting someone live constitutes the 
limits of sovereignty and its attributes. Being a 
sovereign is to exercise control over mortality and 
define life as an implementation and manifestation 
of power. [1] 

His concept is associated with the current power 
that justifies many government decisions from 
underdeveloped countries. Thus, it is possible to 
notice that many States are not active but passive, 
leaving many parts of the community with no 
support. However, the same state is extremely active 
in the practice of violence and repression against 
these vulnerable people.   

3.2​In the urban field 
The Necropolitics in the Urban areas are very 

visible, especially in places of the so-called “Third 
World.” The main point here is how cities are 
organized and thought of. .  

From this, it is not hard to notice the differences in 
public services, infrastructure, urbanistic qualities 
(occupancy rate, setbacks, etc) and quality of life in 
distinct areas of the city. These contrasts are not 
casual, they are premiteded, induced, and reaffirmed 
by the social, economic, and political situation.  

A very clear example is the slums (“favelas”). These 
spaces are characterized by a lack of infrastructure, 
poor sanitary conditions, inefficient public 
transportation, and a small amount of services; 
besides, there are a lot of irregular and destitute 
homes. [4] This scenario makes it very easy to 
ascend alternative powers, such as the narcotrafic 
and paramilitary militias, which take advantage over 
defenseless people to establish control. This 
situation creates armed groups that will fight for 
their interests. Thus, it is very common to see 
military operations in  favelas, which correspond to 
a conflict between a group with no State (drug 
dealers) and the other one that acts behind the State 
mask. [1]   

Following this perspective, necropolitics in urban 
planning are these choices. The choice to elaborate a 
better plan for an area, the choice to invest in the 
most efficient public transportation for rich areas, 
the choice to enrich regions applying the best 
infrastructure, the choice of who will exercise 
citizenship and enjoy all the beauty that a city is 
capable of offering…and also choosing who will not, 
who will face violence, lack of vital services (schools 
and hospitals) and land tenure insecurity.          

4.​ Rectification of the Pinheiro river 

4.1​What is Rectification? 
Rectification refers to the removal of meanders and 
curves from the river, seeking to make it straight and 
steeper. So that there is an increase in the speed of 
the water flow, concentrating it and allowing the 
rapid transfer of floods to the downstream. It is 
usually used to avoid or decrease floods as well as 
improve the navigability of the river. [5] 

4.2​Context - urbanization of the 
floodplains 

Sao Paulo in the nineteenth century was the stage 
for land ownership disputes, seeking 
commercialization. Besides, the city was expanding 
its boundaries and incorporating new spaces. This 
means that it was given to these areas a functional 
form to be part of the urban structure. The land 
market will have an important role when the elite 
class leaves the Historical Center, since these 
companies will work on specific areas of the city 
where the rich ones will be established.  

 



 

.  

Fig. 2 - Map of São Paulo highlighting the Pinheiros and 
Tietê River.  

In this scenario, the railways are going to be built in 
some regions. One of the spaces that will receive this 
innovative transportation system is the Tiete’ 
floodplain. This area was already occupied with 
small houses, but when the station was established 
there, it attracted industries and, as a consequence, 
workers' neighborhoods. This process has also 
stimulated the occupation beyond Tiete River (Fig. 
2). However, it is important to mention that the 
inhabitants of these areas were usually poor 
immigrants who worked in the industries. Besides 
these neighborhoods, the urbanization of the 
floodplain was associated with foreign companies, 
which were vinculated to the land market, especially 
in the Pinheiros floodplain, which was not very 
occupied, making it very attractive to the market 
since it would be possible to develop big projects 
there. One of these companies was the City of San 
Paulo Improvements and Freehold Land Co. Lyd or 
CiaCity. The company bought an extensive amount of 
land and made the subdivision oriented to the upper 
class. [3] 

4.3​Context - natural aspects 
The floodplain of Tiete and Pinheiros were the lands 
below the 724 meter mark. This area is 
characterised by a meandering course which was 
responsible for constituting  its own river bank. [3] 

Its composition is another important point. The 
river was composed of 0,5 - 5 meters of clayey-sandy 
sediment, 0,5 - 5 meters of sand and boulder,  and 
between one meter of clay and rocks. [3] 

4.4​Context - extraction of sand and 
boulder 

As it was mentioned in the previous text, the Tiete 
and Pinheiros rivers contained sand and boulders, 
which was important for the construction of the city. 
This fact produced an important relationship 

between the urban area and the rivers; as Seabra 
mentioned, “Before the city could materially appear 
in the floodplains, the floodplains existed for the 
city.” Therefore, the extraction of these natural 
resources became an important activity for many 
people. In the beginning, the work was done using 
simple equipment, which was a source of income for 
many boatmen. However, due to the increase of São 
Paulo, this activity received more investments, and 
the extraction began to be done using dredgers. 
Those mechanical systems were used by companies, 
competing with the boatmen, who were usually 
using the obsolete equipment. [3] 

The “evolution” resulted in problems for these small 
businesses, which in many cases had to give up on 
the activity or dedicate themselves to the 
transportation of merchandise or explore in the 
descobertas (would be findings). Descobertas are 
extraction pits, a ditch that opened in the 
floodplains; however, to be able to use those, it was 
required to go through a more complex judicial 
process. Most of the boatmen could not afford this, 
being obligated to focus on other activities. [3]  

4.5​Light and the flood of 1929 
Light is a Canadian company created by many 
entrepreneurs and bankers that, before receiving 
this name, worked with electric trams. It was 
created to act in other countries, so it never had 
business in Canada. The point is that the Canadian 
and American market for public service was 
saturated, which stimulated the company to look for 
new areas to invest in. The first place to receive an 
offer was Birmingham, a city in England close to 
London. Nonetheless, the project was blocked by a 
group of councilors, expressing the resistance of 
England to receive foreign investments. Thus, the 
entrepreneurs started to look at new possibilities, 
resulting in the establishment of the company in 
Latin America: Cuba (Havana Electric Railway), 
Jamaica, Guiana, and Brazil. [6] 

São Paulo was considered a good investment due to 
its enormous market expansion. Hence, on July 15 of 
1897, the company received the rights to control the 
transportation system as well as the electric 
production under the law number 304. However, 
due to economic issues, the formation of the São 
Paulo Tramway, Light and Power Company Limited 
would happen only in 1899 in Toronto. [6] 

The company established itself in São Paulo, and it 
did not take long for it to demonstrate its desire for 
a monopoly of the public services. For that, Light 
began to put pressure on the pre-existing companies 
in order to extinguish them. In little time, the light, 
water, transport, electric energy, gas, telephone, and 
sewage services were in Lights’ hands. [3] 

Following this perspective, the company received 
the power to dictate many processes inside the city. 
It had the capacity to define where the 
infrastructure would be consolidated and where it 
would lack it. In other words, Light was responsible 

 



 

for defining the expansion axes. [2] 

Light has established a complex hydroelectric power 
generation system to meet the demand for energy. 
Nevertheless, between 1920-1930, the idea to use 
the Tiete water for this production arose. For this 
ambitious plan, it was necessary to reverse the 
course of the Pinheiros River and create a dam 
where the water would fall from about 700 meters 
and make the turbine spin (Fig. 3). The company 
received the right to proceed with this project from 
law number 2249 in 1927. [3] 

  

Fig. 3 - An illustration of how the project was 
implemented by Light to generate energy.  

This law did not just give the permission to 
elaborate this giant work but also allowed the 
company to expropriate lands that were part of the 
Pinheiros’s floodplain and sell them after the end of 
the project. Those properties would receive a “full 
value of the cost of the benefit introduced in the 
benefited area.” In other words, the areas taken by 
the company would contain, in the selling price, a 
tax vinculated to the improvements provided by the 
rectification. What must be taken into consideration 
is that the main reason for this intervention in the 
Pinheiros was to generate more energy, in which the 
company would sell it (monopoly of the energy 
services). Then, what looks like is that this tax added 
to the land's price would be used to pay for the 
project, but as it was mentioned, the energy tariff 
would cover the cost. Hence, this extra price in those 
properties was a way that the company identified to 
participate in the real estate speculation. [3] 

However, the new question that came up was. What 
would be the area to expropriate? This question 
would be answered in February 1929, in the biggest 
flood of São Paulo.  

The rains at the beginning of that year were 
enormous. Still, according to the rain gauges in 
January, the rain was greater than in February. 
Besides, the city contained permeable soil and 
vegetation close to the river, which should decrease 
the occurrence of floods since the soil is capable of 
absorbing a lot of water. The numbers presented by 
the rain gauges indicated that the rainiest day in 
February happened on day 13, and between the days 
15 to 20 of that month the rain stopped. In contrast, 

the flood reached greater proportions during the 
dry season (days 15-20).  [3] 

This water was coming from the Light's dams. 
Thanks to the great amount of rain, it was necessary 
to discharge the excess water, leading to a 
tremendous flood. The company did not comment 
on what happened to avoid the connection of this 
“natural event” with the decree 4487 of November 9, 
1928, which stipulated that the company needed to 
demarcate the expropriation area. To make it official 
was not difficult; by decree number 8372, the “line 
of maximum flood” was defined as the floodplain to 
be expropriated. [3]  

  
Fig. 4 - Map of Sao Paulo indicating the flooded area. 

4.6​Property Disputes 
After Light obtained the right to take the lands 
inside the “line of maximum flood”, the company 
began to demand its “rights.” It is worth mentioning 
that Light was already the biggest owner of this 
area. [3] 

The companies that owned properties in the region 
were usually asked to make agreements and pay the 
“benefits for improvements”, donating lands to Light. 
What happened with the big landowners was that 
some tried to resist the impositions made, 
questioning the “line of maximum flood” or even 
trying judicially to avoid the Light's pressures, while 
others, knowing the economic potentials of the 
ongoing project, sought to make investments in this 
floodplain, expecting to value its properties. [3] 

The public territories, at first sight, were considered 
an obstacle since a Federal decree-law was signed 
prohibiting the States from selling public lands to 
foreigners. Nonetheless, Brazil was going through a 
dictatorship government (Getulho Vargas), making it 
easier to solve issues directly with the Federal 
Administration. Hence, Light received the 
permission to take those public fields, offering the 
possibility to the City Hall to pay the “benefits for 
improvements” with cash or donating land. The 
public servants questioned the demands made by 
the company and the methods applied. [3] 

For the small properties, the process was more 
complex. In the beginning, the company used 
individual approaches, but next was applied to the 
group ones, in which were faster, though some 

 



 

owners could not be aware of the judicial process. 
Thus, many people were caught by surprise with a 
judicial citation asking to leave the houses. Light has 
also made the participation of those citizens harder, 
avoiding fights for rights. This attitude resulted in 
revolts, such as the creation of groups against the 
company and refusal and opposition to leaving their 
properties. Besides, Light made the use of the river 
more difficult; a lot of permission requests (cut 
wood, play football, take the cattle to drink water) 
were denied, using the ongoing works as an excuse. 
[3]      

4.7​Nowadays 
This intervention resulted in several changes for the 
urban area. The project consisted of filling the 
floodplains at the level of adjacent land, installation 
of current transmission lines, construction of a large 
avenue next to the East River Bank (40 meters wide) 
and conservation areas (15 to 25 meters wide). 
Beyond the works in the system of energy 
production. [3] 

In the 20th century, the Pinheiros’s river bank 
received many office towers, shopping centers, and 
luxury hotels, establishing the new “business center” 
of Sao Paulo. In the end of the 20th century and at 
the beginning of the 21st century it was possible to 
see some favelas, irregular occupations, and poor 
neighborhoods. Most of it was removed in 1990 by 
companies installed in the region from a fund 
created to finance the removal strategy. The 
alternatives offered to the residents were: a ticket to 
go back to his or her homeland; the price for his or 
her property (which was around R$ 1500 and R$ 
11000); or an apartment in a housing complex in the 
peripheral area or in a different neighborhood. 20% 
accepted to go to a residential complex, but most of 
the people took the cash and moved to other favelas. 
There was just a small group that fought for their 
permanence, making the City Hall construct a 
building for popular interest. [2] 

Although these transformations have brought a high 
production of energy and created new spaces that fit 
into the logic of the land market, they also pushed 
people away from the rivers. As it was mentioned, 
before those interventions, the river had its role in 
the city; it was used for the extraction of natural 
resources, for the production of vegetables, and for 
entreatment. [3] 

The Pinheiros turned into a canalized river, whose 
main function nowadays is the mobility of many cars 
every day by the big avenues. Besides, the projects 
made by Light to value the surrounding areas have 
also turned this space of the city into one of the most 
expensive prices per square meter and one of the 
best places of Sao Paulo (considering infrastructure, 
an efficient mobility system, etc.).  

 

 

5.​ Necropolitics and the 
Rectification  

Throughout the Rectification transformation, the 
Pinheiros River became a productive force for Sao 
Paulo. Both in energy production and in vehicle 
movements. However, during all the process steps, it 
is possible to notice the presence of the 
necropolitics.  

First, if we analyze the land market that happened in 
the city, all the mechanisms applied by companies 
resulted in and induced a more segregated urban 
field. This operation is usually associated with the 
formation of favelas and irregular urban occupations 
since the speculation of areas increases the property 
price, expelling those who can not afford it. For the 
city, it is a very problematic process because it 
obligates these citizens to look after cheaper spaces, 
which are usually at the edges, places with no 
infrastructure, lack of services, poor sanitary 
conditions, and so on.  

Besides, the government has not looked after these 
people; on the contrary, around 1920-1930 a plan 
for urbanization was established, stimulating this 
horizontal expansion. It was elaborated by Prestes 
Maia, and the project received his name. He believed 
that a city with a low density was better because the 
social movements for civil rights would have less 
strength and small proportions. Along with this idea, 
the autoconstruction in the periphery areas was 
another point supported by Prestes Maia to 
overcome the housing issue without devaluing the 
Center. The result was a city that went from 3760 
hectares with 110 inhabitants per hectare to a city 
with 17653 hectares with 47 inhabitants per 
hectare.[2] 

Looking at this information, it is possible to notice 
the main goals of those urban producers. They were 
seeking a specific city. A city for a specific public. A 
city for the ones who matter. The ones who were 
able to pay higher land prices and increase their 
wealth. For the government, what was left was to 
blindfold itself and ignore most of the speculative 
artifacts, in which the government itself contributed. 
Hence, necropolitics is formed here, defining who 
will have the possibility to appreciate the city to the 
fullest and also who will be abandoned by the state.  

The next topic is the flood of 1929. Although the 
event has not resulted in human depths, the attitude 
taken by Light, put the lives of many at risk. Not to 
mention the big damages that the water caused in 
properties. Allied to this, most of the citizens 
affected were low-income and vulnerable.What is 
shocking is the decision made by the company, 
which did not hesitate to disturb people's lives, in 
search of the best use of the lands valued by the 
Pinheiros works.  

Therefore, the flood represented much more than 
just a land market strategy. Opening the floodgates 
put the concession of land use above many people. It 

 



 

was as if the profit that the company was seeking 
were more important than the riverside population. 
Again, it is possible to see the necropolitics, a city 
that chooses who can survive and who can succumb. 
A city where lands are more valuable than lives.     

The property disputes were another critical point 
because the right to do expropriations was given by 
the government itself. Besides, it was possible to 
identify differences in treatments between the 
bigger landowners and the small owner. This 
divergence of approach only indicates that the 
agreement and negotiations were strict to the ones 
who had power (understand power as money and 
influence). For the others, there is only one answer; 
leaving the house and making the process easy and 
fast for Light.  

In this case, there are three main aspects that make 
necropolitics so close to rectification. The first one 
was just mentioned: the fact that there were distinct 
approaches to deal with the expropriation. 
Indicating the group that has more rights and the 
one that has less. The second is associated with the 
government that ignored the citizens' needs and put 
into a private and foreign company the future of 
many Brazilian citizens. To be more specific, the 
state abandoned several people, stopping to be an 
active government to a passive one since it gave up 
on the control over these people's bodies. The last 
one concerns the fact that those expropriations have 
just contributed to a more segregated city, because 
many people did not have the condition to live 
nearby (speculation process). Then, many of them 
had to go to suburbanized areas, and again, with no 
infrastructure, poor services, and so on. 
Demonstrating in the urban area who has more 
rights and who has fewer rights.  

6.​ Conclusion 

Therefore, throughout this research it was possible 
to notice how perverse some urban processes are, 
especially those associated with the private capital. 
In the case of the study, the Rectification of the 
Pinheiros River was a long proceeding, involving 
many layers.  

Light's plan was a success. It was able to generate 
energy, creating a complex engineering project, was 
able to expropriate many people and receive 
enormous amounts of land, was able to sell it after 
the economic increment, and was able to create one 
of the best areas of Sao Paulo. However, this dynamic 
used by the company just affirms the capitalist city 
model, in which urban renewal projects frequently 
prioritize corporate and elite interests over the lives 
and rights of historically excluded communities.  

It is from this perspective that this research is 
conducted. It is looking at the mechanisms of the 
active private capital inside cities and how they are 
able to shape political decisions and urban planning 
projects. Those are usually associated with the 
continued profit seeking of companies, which 
ignores citizens' needs. Therefore, these space 

producers create deep differences in urban areas 
and stimulate segregation, creating privileged areas 
(where they invest, as well as the government) and 
abandoned ones. From this, it is possible to stipulate 
the relationship with necropolitics. The politics 
decide who can live and who can succumb.   

Even though the study was limited to the analysis of 
one specific event in Sao Paulo, it is possible to apply 
this concept of necropolitics to other State and 
non-State actions towards politics; hence, more 
study can be done applying this knowledge.  

The study of the Rectification of the Pinheiros River 
expresses how the capital strongly shaped the 
political decisions, and beyond this, how the capital 
used the necropolitics (aligned with the 
government) to achieve profits and develop a city 
for some and a misery for others.  
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