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The article departs from the assumption that the distributive roles played by social policies in Brazil - a very unequal country with a transformative constitution - require further attention and empirical analysis when it comes to intended and unintended effects produced by the law. 

Assuming that the legal apparatus can work either as a conservative obstacle or as a catalytic tool to promote pro-poor growth and reduce inequality, the article aims at identifying and assessing the roles of public law in policies whose goals are poverty fighting and increasing access to higher education. In this context, by defining the legal apparatus as a set of normative goals and values, tools and arrangements, I present the case studies of Bolsa Familia and ProUni, two distributive policies implemented in Brazil. 

Both policies analyzed reveal some degree of innovation in the use of law to seek equity gains and reduce efficiency losses. The legal tools they employ – financial incentives, conditionalities, public-public and public-private partnerships, as well as a range of regulatory strategies and rationales - are described, as well as bottlenecks and challenges are identified.

