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The Law Found on the Street was the expression coined by Roberto Lyra Filho, 

in the 1980s, to refer to the law emerged from the action of social movements. The 

encounter of the “social movements” and the “law” built a conception of the law that 

transcended the state legality. This movement was one of the main formulators of the 

critical legal thought in Brazil. 

 

In the Law Found on the Street, the “street” appears as a metaphor of the public 

spaces and the struggle of the popular social movements that seek to recover the popular 

protagonism in order to create law. Thus, this movement seeks to "find" the law in the 

"street", in the popular demands, being, therefore, social creation and expression of self-

organization of freedom, reflecting the process of emancipation of the oppressed and the 

excluded. 

 

Theoretically, it is a gramscian movement, linked to claims of social 

transformation. Apart from the metaphysical legal theories, the proposal of Lyra Filho is 

to think a conception of law that could emerge from the streets, in the public spaces, 

through social movements. In it, the idea of justice goes far beyond norms and 

sanctions, nor restricted to the official legal rules, but takes into account the constant 

social transformation and the collective struggles for the expansion of citizenship. In 

other words, this is about putting the law to serve the people, not against the people. 

Thus, the Law Found in the Street is a legal thought, committed to a democratic 

conception of law and justice, opposing the neoliberal model (conservative, individual, 

patrimonial and oriented to satisfaction of economic interests) of positivist law. 

 

Thus, the Law Found in the Street is committed to build a less bureaucratic and 

oppressive law, which can effectively answer the claims of excluded groups. Tied to a 

deep democracy perspective, the intent of this movement is that not only the people 

must submit to the laws, but that the laws can also be submitted to population. 

Therefore, it highlights the importance of provoking public discussion, broadening the 

debate on more politicized bases. The movement empowers the protagonism of 

individuals and groups to break the oppressive and spoliator handcuffs they are subject 

to, expressing a condition of desalination that makes it possible for them to change their 

destinies and life experiences towards an emancipatory direction in history. This task of 

liberation cannot be accomplished in isolation, but in all together, through a solidary 

manner.  

 

This movement uses the Marxist premises to reflect about law and to make a 

complaint to the positivist legal system that favour a specific portion of the population 

rather than the will of the democratic majority. Originally, the movement aimed to 

deepen the Brazilian democratization process experienced since the end of dictatorship, 

when it was inaugurated an active system of social participation by expanding the 

concept of democracy, as not only representative but also direct, embodied by the 

Federal Constitution of 1988. 

 



Challenging the positivist legality forged by those historically holders of power, 

the Law Found on the Street develops the idea that there are law beyond the official 

legal rules, out of the official legal rules and even against the official legal rules. 

 

Born within academia (University of Brasilia), the movement has always been 

aware to promote in the professional routine, since legal education, the understanding 

that action is not only technical, but also political. Thus, the advocacy is not just able to 

preserve the status quo, but also to act in its transformation toward solidarity and 

justice. Beyond its theoretical component, the movement has a strong concern about the 

praxis. The law found on the street opens alternatives in the “official law” that allow 

other methods of legality to emerge.  

 

But what inputs does the “law found in the street” give to think about 

international law? This is the purpose of this discussion. 

 

 

 


