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Writing Letters to the State: The Normalization 
of Salazar’s Political Police

Duncan Simpson

Duncan Simpson discusses a letter of denunciation written to the political police 
during Salazar’s dictatorship in Portugal. Simpson shows how the letter—written 

by a woman entreating the police to investigate the morality and the politics of 
her husband-to-be—demonstrates the complexity of the relationships between 

individuals and the dictatorial state, something that a more top-down, zoomed-out 
analytical lens may fail to reveal.

Source 7: Letter written by a member of the public to the director 
of the PIDE delegation in Porto, under the Salazar dictatorship, 
4 June 1963. © Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo (ANTT, 
National Archive of Torre do Tombo). Arquivo da PIDE, Del. P., P. 
Ind. 32808, NT 3958, p. 2. Courtesy of ANTT. In Portuguese with 
English translation. 
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Porto, 4-6-63

Mr Director,

The author of this letter will be a stranger to you and apologizes for bothering you in 
order to ask for a favour.

Having been engaged to marry an individual whose name is João A. [full name re-
dacted], born in Viseu and resident in M. Street [address redacted] in this city, and 
having noticed of late that there is something shadowy in his life, without however be-
ing able to define exactly what, I would ask you Sir for the special favour, should this be 
possible, of informing me of the moral, civil and political situation of the above-named 
gentleman, for which I would gratefully thank you.

Respectfully yours,

Margarida N.
M. Street [address redacted], 177
Porto

Commentary
Source 7 is a handwritten letter sent on 4 June 1963 by a member of the public, 
Margarida N., to the director of the Salazarist political police’s delegation in Porto 
(Polícia Internacional e de Defesa do Estado, or PIDE). It is a typical example of 
the multifaceted process of ‘spontaneous interactions’ between individual citizens 
and the PIDE which developed during the final two decades of the Portuguese 
authoritarian conservative regime (or Estado Novo, 1933–74), led by António de 
Oliveira Salazar.

In terms of content, the letter belongs to the broad category of individual 
petitions, which many ordinary citizens addressed to the main institutions of the 
regime, including the political police. Margarida N. starts her letter by indicating 
that she is writing to the director of the PIDE delegation in order to ‘ask for a 
favour’. She then elaborates on her personal situation. Having become engaged 
to João A., whose address she also provides, she has ‘noticed of late that there 
is something shadowy in his life’, though she is unable to determine what this 
might be exactly. In surprisingly candid fashion, she proceeds to ask the official 
whether the PIDE can provide her with information on her husband-to-be’s 
‘moral, civil and political situation’—that is, effectively launch a fully fledged 
investigation into his private life.

This document is part of the archival corpus of 1,576 letters which I have 
gathered from various archives of the Estado Novo and used as the primary 
source in much of my recent research on the history of the PIDE from below.1 
It encompasses denunciations, petitions and applications sent by citizens eager 
to join the ranks of the PIDE as agent or informant between 1958 and 1968. The 
originality and heuristic value of this type of source, and of the letter written 
by Margarida N. in particular, must be considered in light of the dominant 
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interpretation of the relation between society and Salazar’s political police in the 
established historiography of the PIDE. While some scholars of the Estado Novo 
have sought to unravel the intricacies of the PIDE’s operation on the ground—
such as the effect of recalcitrant local elites2 or internal conflicts between police 
entities3—and to relativize the regime’s use of violence by setting it in compar-
ative perspective,4 the main scholarly works devoted exclusively to the PIDE 
have continued to focus overwhelmingly on processes of top-down repression as 
the only form of relation between society and the political police. Consequently, 
the historiography of the subject area remains defined by its strong emphasis on 
such aspects as the persecution of the (small minority) of oppositionists through 
arbitrary internment and torture, and, more importantly, the PIDE’s influence as 
a fear-inducing deterrent on the rest of the population, systematically reduced 
to the role of ‘passive victims’.5

The letter by Margarida N., seen in the context of the hundreds of similar 
cases of everyday interactions between individual citizens and the PIDE, directly 
challenges this interpretation. In particular, it contradicts the idea that the PIDE 
acted as an efficient, all-pervading agent of preventive repression across society. 
Margarida N. shows neither fear of the PIDE nor the desire to steer clear of it. 
On the contrary, she willingly engages with the political police as an institution 
whose agents she believes are likely to dispense personal favours and satisfy her 
individual needs. In this particular case, the petition was unsuccessful. On 7 June 
1963, the PIDE’s subdirector wrote a reply informing her that ‘it is not possible 
for this Police to satisfy [your] request’.6 The treatment given to Margarida N.’s 
plea is not representative of the PIDE’s usual stance on petitions, however, and 
probably owes much to its exotic nature—effectively treating the PIDE as a 
kind of ‘pre-nuptial agency’. For the purpose of historical analysis, this merely 
emphasizes the need to use such source material not only in terms of the content 
of individual letters but also in light of the broader archival sample. Indeed, more 
frequently than not, the agents of the political police tried to use their discre-
tionary powers to satisfy the multitude of requests addressed to them, in what 
was effectively tantamount to a system of clientelism—their role as influential 
‘sponsors’ in turn guaranteeing the compliance of their ‘clients’ to the established 
socio-political order. To give only one example, when in February 1964 the high-
ranking PIDE official António Faria Pais started renting a secondary home 
in the semi-rural locality of A-da-Beja, on the outskirts of Lisbon, the local 
villagers promptly petitioned him in order to obtain the installation of public 
street lighting in the municipality, which the local authorities had previously 
committed themselves to but thus far failed to implement. As the villagers 
expected from the member of an institution widely perceived at the time to 
carry significant clout within the regime, Faria Pais duly activated his personal 
contacts and a few weeks later was informed by the Secretariat of State for 
Industry that his request ‘would be attended to in the current year’.7 Within the 
context of a rigidly hierarchical social order, endemic poverty and the ensuing 
clientelistic society that marked the lives of the majority of the population (all 
of which pre-dated the Estado Novo), the PIDE itself figured among the insti-
tutions whose representatives could be mobilized from below in the hope of 
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superseding the obstacles of an opaque bureaucracy and a dictatorial system that 
was non-inclusive by nature.

From a methodological perspective, Margarida N.’s letter raises important 
questions on the issue of representativeness of the source material and, more 
specifically, its capacity to allow for the transition from micro-level analysis 
to broader generalization. What is immediately striking in Margarida N.’s 
‘spontaneous interaction’ with the PIDE is the triviality of its motive. Whilst 
undoubtedly extreme in nature, her case is far from an isolated one within the 
broader corpus of letters used in my recent research. The fact deserves to be 
emphasized and interpreted. Indeed, directly associated to the triviality of such 
requests as Margarida N.’s is the notion that the petitioning of PIDE agents 
was (or had become) somewhat of a banal act. The point is further emphasized 
by the homogeneity of the letters in terms of style and vocabulary, including 
the adoption by their authors—whether opportunistically or not—of formulaic 
phrases directly associated with the regime and of a narrative structure signalling 
the interiorization of the Estado Novo’s main ideological tenets.8 This line of 
interpretation is reinforced by the extremely variegated nature of the petitions 
addressed to PIDE agents. In terms of content the corpus is to such an extent 
suffused by a multiplicity of personal needs and interests as to suggest that these 
types of ‘spontaneous interactions’ with the PIDE were by no means a marginal 
social process. In this sense, Margarida N.’s letter also serves as a contribution 
towards assessing the importance of the phenomenon beyond (or in complement 
to) the mere accountancy of cases associated to quantitatively based studies.

As a historical source, the letter by Margarida N., and the associated dual 
process of apparent trivialization and banalization of the PIDE, also suggest 
broader interpretative hypotheses regarding the perception of the PIDE as an 
integral part of the institutional framework within which the population had 
accustomed itself to carry out its daily life since the dictatorship had come to 
power in the early 1930s. The concept of normalization, in the definition given 
by historian Mary Fulbrook, lends itself particularly well to the analysis of the 
Portuguese case. The exceptional longevity of the Salazar regime, by allowing 
for a significant period of ‘stabilisation’, in turn led to the ‘routinisation of insti-
tutional structures and regular patterns of behaviour’ among the population. As 
processes of political, economic and social change took place, the population in 
turn ‘adapt[ed] to new circumstances and s[ought] to realise their interests in 
changing socio-political environments, in the process also changing their own 
conceptions of “normality”’.9 The concept of a transformed or newly experienced 
‘normality’ is extremely valuable in highlighting the importance of the contextual 
conditions that fomented the type of spontaneous interactions with the PIDE 
by individual citizens such as Margarida N. By the mid-1960s the vast majority 
of the population, depoliticized and engaged primarily in the daily struggle for 
subsistence, had long assimilated the fact that their lack of political activism 
greatly reduced any potential threat from the PIDE.10 This in turn encouraged 
the development of an increasingly opportunistic relation with the political 
police, either as a means of bypassing the blockages typical of a non-inclusive 
political system (through petitions or application letters) or to further a personal 
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agenda (often through denunciations). Calling upon the PIDE to investigate the 
suspicious behaviour of one’s husband-to-be is in this sense but one expression 
of the process of social normalization of the political police. To give another 
practical example, so ‘normalized’ had the PIDE become that in the northern 
village of Miranda do Douro, in August 1962, even a beggar did not hesitate to 
repeatedly threaten those who ignored him with denouncing them to the PIDE 
as communists.11 In the new ‘normality’ engendered by Salazarism, the political 
police constituted but one amongst the many state institutions envisaged as 
potential resources in the effort to improve one’s daily life.

Ultimately, Margarida N.’s letter provides a particularly telling example of 
the type of primary source material likely to renovate a particular subject area, in 
this case the relations between society and the PIDE under Salazar. Combined 
with the larger corpus of letters, it firmly emphasizes the existence of a much 
closer, more interactive and more multifaceted relation than has been acknowl-
edged until now—one which in many cases could have serious implications for 
those being denounced. It also contributes to emphasizing the need to move 
beyond the traditional narrative of violence and repression exercised by the PIDE 
against the small minority of active oppositionists, and into the ‘grey zone’ of 
accommodation, adjustment and collusion characteristic of the (inter)relation 
of a large part of the population with the political police—as has already been 
done in other historical contexts. Doing so does require caution and a particular 
meticulousness in the process of interpretation, both in relation to the broader 
corpus of letters and to the specific social and political context that fashioned the 
dynamic relation between society and the PIDE. Nevertheless, sources such as 
these that explicitly connect the micro-level of individual lives and subjectivities 
to the macro-level of state institutions and politics have an essential part to play 
if we are to reach a better understanding of how society functioned under the 
Salazar regime, and of the multiple factors that contributed to the dictatorship’s 
exceptional longevity—and, more broadly, if we are to unpick the ‘patchwork’12 
nature of societies generally.
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