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Abstract:  

This article aims to examine the practices for policing emigrant departures from Portugal. 

In particular, the police culture associated to surveillance and repression of the activities 

of emigration intermediaries – passage and passport agents – in the first years of the 

Portuguese dictatorship (1933-1939) will be analysed. In a context of organised 

departures in a still liberalised market, we will see how the political police, the Polícia de 

Vigilância e de Defesa do Estado (PVDE - State Defence and Surveillance Police), 

became the main police force responsible for dealing with the activities of these agents 

and how it carried out its duties, taking into account its relation to the political and 

ideological purposes of the Portuguese dictatorship. 
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Introduction 

This article seeks to analyse how the Military Dictatorship (1926-1933) and the 

Estado Novo (1933-1974) organised their police forces in order to intervene in the 

departure of Portuguese citizens during the 1930s in a context that was unfavourable to 

international migratory movements. In this analysis, two main destination countries will 

be studied – Brazil and France. The reason for this choice is that Brazil was the principal 

destination for Portuguese emigrants from the Belle Époque to 1963, while consultation 

of the archives confirmed the concern of the State and the police to control departures to 

France. These departures were primarily organised along irregular lines. Finally, these 

two destinations make us aware of migratory realities which involve maritime and 

terrestrial networks. Whereas emigration to Brazil entailed exclusively a maritime 

crossing, departures for France were organised using both modalities but with the sea 

route being more frequently used during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939). 

Since the Polícia de Vigilância e de Defesa do Estado (PVDE - State Defence and 

Surveillance Police) was the main police force responsible for managing emigration 
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during the 1930s and, generally speaking, for “defence of the [political and social] order” 

associated to the repression of opposition to the dictatorship, the means of coercion used 

to deal with intermediation activity in emigration will be examined. This was a decisive 

moment and one that led to the intervention of private intermediaries being definitively 

banned in 1947. We will therefore evaluate the government’s intentionality in 

concentrating its action on departures and the administrative efforts involved to do this; 

we will highlight the strengths of the PVDE and its weaknesses among other things, 

starting from an analysis of the practices used for the surveillance and repression of the 

activities of passage and passport agents, who were one of the key legal intermediaries 

organising departures. 

This study is based on individual case files of passage and passport agents 

organised by the PVDE, criminal prosecutions involving irregular emigration and 

correspondence exchanged between Portuguese police forces and the General Secretariat 

of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. 

 

The police and emigration intermediaries: contextualisation 

Foreign literature has opened up new paths for reflection to characterise police 

intervention against immigrants in destination countries.1 The contours of both 

administrative and police culture have been closely examined, highlighting their origins 

and evolution as well as their continuity and rupture. From this perspective, the internal 

dynamic of the police has also been examined as has their relationship with other 

institutions and migrants. Other aspects that have been studied are the means of action 

developed in the field in different social and geographical spaces (urban, rural and border 

areas) as well as the factors and contexts that explain their effectiveness, especially their 

capacity to innovate and foresee regulations and new bureaucratic practices. 

Analysis of the Portuguese police has also become an important field of research. 

A number of works have been devoted to understanding the more modern elements of the 

police on by comparing them to international standards as well as by looking at police 

practices and strategies and the means available to deal with criminality on a day-to-day 

basis in urban and rural environments.2 In these studies, what is evident is the particularity 

 
1 Marie-Claude Blanc-Chaléard et al (dir.), Police et migrants : France 1667-1939 (Rennes 2001).  

http://books.openedition.org/pur/21025 (2 November 2018) 
2 Gonçalo Rocha Gonçalves, ‘O aparelho policial e a construção do Estado em Portugal, c. 1870-1900’, 

Análise Social, 216 (2015) 470-493. See also Gonçalo Rocha Gonçalves and Susana Durão (eds), Polícia 

e Polícias em Portugal Perspetivas Históricas (Lisbon 2017). Diego Palacio Cerezales, Estado, Regímen 

http://books.openedition.org/pur/21025
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of the Portuguese case which is marked by the State’s slow centralisation of police forces 

when compared to other European countries. The belated creation of the Guarda Nacional 

Republicana (GNR - National Republican Guard), a type of ‘gendarmerie’, in 1911, the 

shortcomings of the peripheral apparatus of the State and its weak negotiating power with 

local elites have been identified as some of the main symptoms of this backwardness.3 In 

relation to the police during the Estado Novo, particular emphasis has been given to the 

work done by the State to centralise the main police forces – Polícia de Segurança 

Pública (PSP - Public Security Police), Guarda Nacional Republicana (GNR), Polícia de 

Investigação Criminal (PIP - Criminal Investigation Police) – to their professionalisation 

and to the use of modern techniques to control social movements.4 In addition, attention 

has been paid to the process by which the political police, the Polícia de Vigilância e de 

Defesa do Estado (PVDE), a new police force in the Portuguese dictatorship set up in 

1933, was introduced and consolidated. Aspects that have been analysed are its 

institutional autonomy and the weight of its intervention in society, especially in terms of 

surveillance and repression of political opposition to the dictatorship and the means of 

coercion it employed.5 

Through an analysis of Portuguese emigration policy and the administrative 

mechanisms used to control departures (symbolised by acquisition of passports), what has 

become evident is the role played by the Portuguese police in emigration since the 

eighteenth century together with internal factors (massification of departures, impact on 

the Portuguese economy, demand for control of departures by the agricultural elites, 

among others) that led the Portuguese State to set up a specially dedicated police force to 

control emigration and intermediation at the end of the nineteenth century.6 The police 

character of the intervention remained during the republican period, despite the effort to 

 
y Orden Público en el Portugal Contemporáneo (Madrid 2008) Thesis Universidade Complutense de 

Madrid; Pedro Tavares de Almeida and Paulo Silveira e Sousa (dir.), Do Reino à administração interna: 

história de um ministério (1736-2012) (Lisbon 2015).   
3 Diego Palacios Cerezales, ‘Despotismo administrativo o Estado débil? Policía, fiscalidade y sus efectos 

en la cultura cívica portuguesa’, in: Filipe Carreira da Silva and Pedro Alcântara da Silva (ed.), Ciências 

Sociais: Vocação e Profissão. Homenagem a Manuel Villaverde Cabral (Lisbon 2013) 518-520.  
4 Cerezales, Estado, Regímen y Orden Público, 391-427. 
5 I. F. Pimentel, A história da PIDE, (Lisbon 2016); Os Cinco Pilares da PIDE (Lisbon 2019); M. da C. 

Ribeiro, A Polícia Política no Estado Novo 1926-1945 (Lisbon 1995). 
6 Victor Pereira, ‘O controlo das mobilidades: os movimentos populacionais e a emigração (1736-2011)’, 

in: Pedro Tavares de Almeida and Paulo Silveira e Sousa (dir.), Do Reino à administração interna: história 

de um ministério (1736-2012) (Lisbon 2015) 235.   
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develop a more complex structure in 1919, following the Italian model. This will later be 

reformulated in the Estado Novo. 7   

Analysis of Salazar’s emigration policy and Portuguese migratory networks to 

France after the Second World War have also led to new paths for reflection about the 

role of Portuguese police forces in relation to departures and the repression of illegal and 

clandestine emigration after 1945.8 In particular, what has been highlighted has been the 

intervention of the Polícia Internacional e de Defesa do Estado (PIDE – political police), 

the Guarda Nacional Republicana (GNR - rural police) and the Guarda Fiscal (GF - 

border control police) in emigration policy (PIDE), dismantling clandestine networks and 

repression of illegal intermediaries in towns and villages (GNR), and at land border posts 

(PIDE and GF). This approach confirms how a more exhaustive analysis is relevant, one 

in which the distance between central directives and their execution in the field should be 

examined as well as the different everyday practices employed by each police force in the 

surveillance and repression of emigration intermediaries in different geographical and 

social spaces and at both county and district level in border areas. In addition, an analysis 

of both police and administrative cultures specifically related to emigration during the 

1930s is warranted as this is reflected in dictatorial police and administrative practices 

after the Second World War.  

The activities of intermediaries were central to dynamising Portuguese 

emigration. Transatlantic destinations, in particular Brazil, were the main countries to 

attract Portuguese emigrants, accounting for 28 000 departures on average in 1890, 47 

000 in 1895 and over 80 000 in 19129. While initially most emigrants were coming from 

the northern coast of Portugal, with the massification of emigration, their origins extended 

to the whole North of Portugal. Although the First World War curbed emigration, Brazil 

once again became the preferred destination for Portuguese emigrants during the 1920s 

with an average annual departure of 40 000 individuals, even reaching an average of 60 

000 departures in 1920. Meanwhile, with the quota system in place, there was a huge 

 
7 About the Portuguese case, see Ivete Sobral dos Santos, A Junta Nacional de Emigração e a política de 

emigração no Estado Novo (Lisbon 2014) Thesis in NOVA FCSH 39-54; about the Italian case: Manuela 

Manuel Martini, ‘Funzionari, intermediari e migranti tra società civile e mercato. Francia e Italia agli inizi 

del Novecento’, in: Paolo Capuzzo et al (ed.), Pensare la contemporaneità. Studi di storia italiana ed 

europea per Mariuccia Salvati (Roma 2011); Caroline Douki, ‘L’Etat libéral italien face à l’émigration de 

masse (1860-1914)’, in: Nancy Green and François Weil(ed.), Citoyenneté et émigration. Les politiques du 

départ (Paris 2006) 95-118. 
8 M. Silva, Os trilhos da emigração. Redes Clandestinas de Penedono a França (1960-1974) (Lisbon 2011) 

85-116; V. Pereira, La dictature de Salazar face à l’émigration. L’État portugais et ses migrants en France 

(1957-1974) (Paris 2012) 177-202 and 251-298.  
9 Rui Pena Pires et al, Portugal: Atlas das migrações internacionais (Lisbon 2010) 30. 
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decrease in emigration to the United States of America. At the same time, France began 

to receive a greater number of Portuguese citizens due to soldiers and workers having 

been sent there during the Great War. These departures stimulated a constant flow of 

emigrants during the 1920s from the northern and central regions, confirmed by there 

being an estimated 29 000 Portuguese in France in 1921 and 49 000 in 1931.10 

Among the intermediaries, the agents who dealt with passages and passports are 

the ones that stand out. These were the shipping companies’ legal representatives who 

sold passage tickets. They also arranged the necessary documentation to obtain a passport 

from the local authorities. These intermediaries were different to emigration agents who 

dealt with recruiting workers and/or families on behalf of foreign companies and 

organised their journey. Both provided a paid service to emigrants in a liberalised and 

competitive market but a market that was progressively regulated until intermediation 

was finally banned in 1947. 

The massification and diversification of destinations as well as immigration 

policies complicated the role of agents, who expanded their networks nationally, moving 

from the coast to the interior. The intermediation landscape became more complex as it 

was now made up of multimodal, close-knit power relations between the intermediaries 

themselves and the rest of the emigration protagonists. 

The complexity and expansion of migratory networks was also due to the fact that 

the socio-professional background of intermediaries (who were originally linked to 

commercial businesses) became more diversified, especially after 1919. With the profits 

they made from departures, many agents (e.g. former emigration police officers or 

soldiers11) left their jobs to dedicate themselves full-time to being passage and passport 

agents, or they accumulated this with other paid jobs such as town councillor, 

industrialist, shop manager or book-keeper.12 However, each agent’s financial, economic 

 
10 Cristina Clímaco, ‘A Federação dos emigrados portugueses em França’, in: Maria Fernanda Rollo and 

Yvette Santos, Ecos das Migrações: Memórias e Representações dos migrantes séculos XIX-XX (Lisbon 

2015) 42. 
11 The case of Artur Ferreira, a former emigration police officer. He requested a licence to become a passage 

and passport agent to work in the district of Porto. Ministério dos Negócios Estrangeiros /Direção-Geral 

dos Assuntos Consulares e das Comunidades Portuguesas/Arquivo da Junta Nacional de Emigração 

(MNE/DGACCP/AJNE),10.3/2, I-EPEA – 95: Ferreira (Artur) agente de passagens e passaportes, Porto. 

António Augusto Rodrigues da Silva was a town councillor in Moimenta da Beira. In 

MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.3/2. I-EPEA – 94: Bastos Jr (Manuel de) agente de passagens e passaportes, 

Oliveira de Azemeis. 
12 Manuel Simões Maia, an agent, owned a car dealership and a ceramics factory. In MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 

10.3/7, I-EPEA – 65: Maia (Manuel Simões) agente de passagens e passaportes, Leiria. 
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and political importance locally and nationally varied as they did not all have the same 

capacity to financially sustain their activity. 

The intermediation business took place within formal and informal social 

networks13 of a mobile, changeable nature. These were permeable to external social 

dynamics and the micro and macro political, economic and social context creating a 

multifaceted mediation space.14 The emigrant’s choice of agency depended on the 

contacts and references supplied by his family and his circle of acquaintances, which 

acted like a network. The passage and passport agent’s good reputation, established by 

organising successful departures, and their local economic influence (e.g. if they were 

factory owners) was another important criteria when considering who to choose.15 

Although passage and passport agents operated independently, albeit working 

with the local representative of foreign shipping companies, their effectiveness in 

carrying out their activity was supported by a network that connected different institutions 

and their subordinates, such as the district Civil Government office, the county 

administration, the parish council, police forces and other public services (e.g. registry 

offices and judicial districts), consular representations and foreign recruiters. However, 

the activity of the intermediaries was progressively regulated by the State. This regulation 

focused, on one hand, on the legal construction of lawful practices and identification of 

illegal acts in which emigration intermediaries were involved while, on the other, it dealt 

with the policing and repression of illegal practices. 

Finally, intermediaries linked to the emigration business had been the main target 

for government and police intervention since the end of the nineteenth century. In the 

name of protecting the emigrant, the State legitimated regulations governing departures 

in response to the complaints of the elites, notably agricultural, who saw their cheap and 

plentiful supply of labour being lost by these free, legal and irregular departures.16 The 

key role played by intermediaries in dynamising departures, especially irregular ones, 

helped construct their negative social representation – as exploiters of emigrants – that 

was relayed via the press, identified in the departure regulations and finally absorbed and 

 
13 On the definition of social networks in migration, see Marie-Antoinette Hily, William Berthomière and 

Dimitrina Mihaylova, ‘La notion de « réseaux sociaux » en migration’, Hommes migrations 1250 (2004) 

6-12. 
14 Johan Lindquist and Biao Xiang, ‘Migration Infrastructure’, International Migration Review 48 

(2014)122–148. Rubén Hernández-León, ‘L’industrie de la migration’, Hommes et Migrations 1296 (2012) 

34-44, 44; Thomas Gammeltoft-Hansen and Ninna Nyberg Sorensen (eds.), The migration industry and the 

Commercialization of International Migration (Oxon and New York 2013). 
15 Silva, Os trilhos da emigração, 60-61 and 122-125. 
16 Pereira ‘O controlo das mobilidades’, 240; Santos, A Junta Nacional de Emigração, 22-37 
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reproduced by public functionaries and police agents. Indeed, Victor Pereira shows how 

this image was perpetuated and also the ambivalence associated to the practice of 

intermediation after the Second World War, by then illegal. This ambivalent image – hero 

or con man – was constructed from a dual perception, that of the general population and 

of the authoritarian State, respectively17. 

 

Dictatorship, administrative reform and centralisation of the emigration service in 

the PVDE 

In the wake of the military coup of 28 May 1926, the Military Dictatorship sought 

from the beginning to impose and legitimate the new regime by suppressing social protest 

and seeking to homogenise national political and economic interests.18 The lack of order 

in legal departures plus the difficulties encountered in the fight against illegal emigration 

were two of the reasons for political dispute and disagreement since the work done by the 

Republican police was considered ineffective.  

The migratory networks and the passage and passport agents’ ability to find 

strategies to circumvent the law and avoid police surveillance were pointed to as being 

the main obstacles to the fight against illegal emigration. Moreover, policing was made 

even more difficult by the considerable political and economic influence wielded by some 

intermediaries nationally and locally (e.g. the firm Orey e Antunes19). Finally, the 

logistical and human resources that were available continued to be insufficient given the 

significant increase in the number of passage and passport agents in the country – 50 in 

1919; 279 in 1924; 216 in 192620 – while the lack of collaboration between police forces 

only added to this difficulty. 

The Comissariado Geral dos Serviços de Emigração (CGSE - General 

Commissariat for Emigration Services) set up in 1919, had a wide range of 

responsibilities including administrative preparations for each emigrant’s departure, 

maritime transport, their stay abroad and organising their return. It consisted of a General 

 
17 Victor Pereira. ‘Ni héros ni escrocs : les passeurs portugais (1957 -1974)’, Plein Droit 84 (2010) 12-16.  
18 F. Rosas, Salazarismo e Fomento Económico (1928-1948). O primado do político na história económica 

do Estado Novo (Lisbon 2000); F. Rosas, Pensamento e acção política. Portugal século XX (1890-1976) 

(Lisbon 2004); F. Rosas, Salazar e a política. A arte de saber durar (Lisbon 2012).  
19 From the mid-nineteenth century till the Second World War, the family firm of Orey e Antunes was 

primarily involved in the shipping sector (emigrant transport and freight traffic) and represented foreign 

shipping companies in Portugal. They progressively diversified into other areas. During the twentieth 

century, the Orey e Antunes family was one of the most influential Portuguese families in the national 

political and economic sector. 
20 Data published in the Portugal, Boletim do Comissariado Geral dos Serviços de Emigração (Lisbon 

Lisbon 1919 to 1926). 
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Commissioner and two inspectors appointed by the government as well as fifty agents 

(twenty first class and thirty second class) who were drawn mainly from city police forces 

– the civil police.21 The CGSE inspectors operated out of the two main ports of Lisbon 

and Porto and were supported by police agents. Each inspector had to intervene in various 

parts of Portugal with their areas covering both maritime and land borders and the interior 

of the country. Their work included collecting information about the emigration industry 

and the number of departures and their characteristics as well as gathering knowledge 

about, identifying and dismantling illegal activities in order to apprehend the emigrants 

and intermediaries involved. 

Although the port cities were well represented, the manning of the interior zone 

showed signs of fragility. The job of controlling and cracking down on the emigration 

industry was left up to the local police (already not very numerous with a maximum of 

three officers per town). They were dependent on the district and local authorities – not 

on the central power – and were mostly stationed in the district capitals although the work 

of surveillance and repression should also have been done in the more remote villages.22 

The lack of the CGSE’s effectiveness led both the elites, through the local press, 

and the Portuguese parliamentary body to call for departures to be regulated and made 

harder as well as for the administrative reform of emigration services.23 Added to these 

demands was the problem of tougher immigration policies after 1929 that could either 

favour the entry of emigrants or render it more difficult, which opened the way to the use 

of irregular practices.  

The Brazilian decree of 19 December 1930, which restricted the disembarkation 

of foreigners travelling third class, paved the way for the imposition of restrictive 

measures that affected the entry of Portuguese emigrants and for the increase in the 

number of returns.24 Whereas 40 000 individuals were recorded as departing in 1929, the 

average number of departures in 1931 fell to a mere 3 000.25 

 
21 The civil police was a police force which undertook policing practices exclusively in urban areas, 

primarily in Portugal’s two main cities, Lisbon and Porto. It was financed by the central power and by the 

local authorities in district capitals. 
22 Gonçalves, O aparelho policial, 473. 
23 Diogo Ferreira, ‘A emigração portuguesa para o Brasil na imprensa portuense (1918-1931)’, in: Fernando 

de Sousa et al (ed.), Portugal e as Migrações da Europa do Sul para a América do Sul (Porto 2014) 471-

488; See, for example, the parliamentary debate: Assembleia da República, Câmara dos Deputados, VI 

Legislação, Sessão legislativa 3, nº 93, 30 de maio de 1924. 
24 E. M. L. Lobo, Imigração portuguesa no Brasil (São Paulo 2001) 176; Isabel Tiago Oliveira, ‘Emigração, 

retorno e reemigração na primeira metade do século XX’, Análise Social, 184 (2007) 837-852. 
25 V. M. Godinho, Ensaios e Estudos. Uma maneira de pensar. Volume I (Lisbon 2009) 198. 
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After 1934, the national political-economic and social directives of Getúlio 

Vargas regarding the industrialisation of his country and in defence of national security 

sought to restrict free emigration via letter of invitation for certain nationalities, the 

illiterate and more vulnerable individuals – women, minors and the disabled – in order to 

favour colonising Brazilian agricultural land with the emigration of whole families.26 This 

timid re-opening to Portuguese emigrants allowed departures to increase but not in any 

significant way – 1938 saw the departure of only 12 000 individuals.  

Although Portugal had postponed signing a labour agreement with France since 

1919,27 Portuguese legislation imposed a demanding administrative and bureaucratic 

departure procedure which was further conditioned by the need to obtain a work contract 

validated by the French authorities (the employer and ministerial services) and the 

Portuguese authorities (the consulate). These difficulties did not prevent people departing 

via the irregular route, even during the 1930s.28 

However, measures taken in France as a reaction to increased unemployment there 

diminished the opportunities for Portuguese emigrants to enter and settle in the country, 

a situation that was confirmed by an increase in the expulsions organised after the 1935 

decree-law was adopted.29 The presence of new Portuguese emigrants became uncertain 

and depended on the employment opportunities in the economic sector they were destined 

for. Although the 1938 and 1939 measures helped mitigate the 1932 quota system, 

employability in a given economic sector continued to be one of the selection criteria. 

Moreover, police health controls at border posts, punishments for clandestine emigrants 

 
26 Endrica Geraldo, ‘A “lei de cotas” de 1934: controle de estrangeiros no Brasil’, Cadernos AEL 27 (2009) 

175-207. J. S. R. Mendes, Laços de sangue. Privilégios e Intolerância à Imigração Portuguesa no Brasil 

(1822-1945) (São Paulo 2011) 256; 462. 

http://segall.ifch.unicamp.br/publicacoes_ael/index.php/cadernos_ael/article/viewFile/157/164 (28 May 

2012).  
27 Marie-Christine Volovitch-Tavares, ‘L’immigration portugaise et l’impossible accord de main-

d’oeuvre franco portugais’, Exils et migrations ibériques au XXe siècle 7 (1999) 121-137, 122. 

https://www.persee.fr/doc/emixx_1245-2300_1999_num_2_7_1032 (1 September 2019) 
28 Detection of irregularities in the documents presented to the French authorities in the destination city, 

such as falsification of place of birth or occupation or the unlawful use of another emigrant’s name, could 

lead to repatriation. This was the case, for example, of Portuguese emigrants who, in 1939, solicited the 

services of Piedade de Jesus Bento and Gabriel Luíz, both passage and passport agents in Lisbon, to 

emigrate to France. Ref. See the cases of Carlos Fernandes Lima, agent in Ponte de Lima, and of Piedade 

de Jesus Bento, agent in Lisbon. MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.3/4, I-EPEA – 57: Lima (Carlos Fernandes) 

agente de passagens e passaportes, Ponte de Lima. 10.3/2, I-EPEA – 91: Bento (Piedade de Jesus) agente 

de passagens e passaportes, Lisboa. 
29 On the practices of expulsion and repatriation, see Philippe Rygiel, ‘Refoulement et renouvellement des 

cartes de "travailleurs étrangers" dans le Cher durant les années 1930’ or Marie D. Lewis, ‘Les pratiques 

d’expulsion dans le Rhône’, in : Philippe Rygiel (ed.), Le Bon grain et l’ivraie. La sélection des migrants 

en Occident 1880-1939 (Paris 2008) 195-220 and 249-268. 

http://segall.ifch.unicamp.br/publicacoes_ael/index.php/cadernos_ael/article/viewFile/157/164%20(28
https://www.persee.fr/doc/emixx_1245-2300_1999_num_2_7_1032%20(1
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and the conditions required to access the documents needed to guarantee permanent 

residence in France were all tightened up.30 

Apart from these immigration policies there was the added difficulty of entering 

and transiting through Spain. The long-standing circulation of Portuguese people at the 

border, especially of seasonal agricultural workers, was guaranteed by the use of safe-

conducts. However, the Spanish Civil War led to tighter border controls forcing a re-

thinking of the means by which emigrants could leave, notably by making greater use of 

the maritime route. 

In Portugal, immigration policies, the political intentionality to homogenise 

national economic interests and adopt an economic autarchy based on exploiting and 

rationalising national means of production, which implied using national human capital, 

led the dictatorial government to establish regulations that would totally outlaw legal 

departures. The first legislative provision of 1929 sought to make it more difficult for 

illiterate Portuguese citizens to leave, these being individuals who were most interested 

in emigration.31 However, application of this provision was constantly postponed. 

Later, the 1933 Constitution subjugated the individual’s freedom to emigrate to 

national socio-economic interests. In this respect, the government gradually became 

aware that departures should preferably be organised under the scope of labour 

agreements that would guarantee legal departures and reduce the role of private 

intermediaries. When possible, and to alleviate unemployment from the mid-1930s on, 

the government seized on the few legal opportunities there were for departures and made 

public institutions organise them using exceptional administrative procedures. This meant 

that passage and passport agents were excluded. One example is when the departure of 

families to the Brazilian state of São Paulo was organised in 1936-37, and another is when 

emigration was arranged under the Treaty of Labour and Assistance signed between 

Portugal and France in April 1940. However, this ended up having no effect from June 

on because of the German invasion of France.32 

 
30 P. Weil, La France et ses étrangers. L’aventure d’une politique de l’immigration de 1938 à nos jours 

(Paris 2004) ; R. Schor, Français et immigrés en temps de crise (1930-1980) (Paris 2004) 198-199. 
31 DG, Iª Série, nº95, 27 de abril de 1929: Decreto nº 16782 do Ministério da Instrução Pública-Direção 

Geral do Ensino Primário e Normal – Repartição do Pessoal.  
32 On the preparation and organisation of subsidised emigration, see Santos, A Junta Nacional de Emigração 

106-135. In regard to emigration to France, Decree 30492 of 7 June 1940 determined the departure 

conditions under the scope of the Treaty, thus preventing the intervention of passage and passport agents 

in obtaining contracts and restricting their role to passport applications. The recruitment of workers for 

anonymous contracts and their validation as well as for nominative contracts had remained the 

responsibility of French public authorities (the official government mission in Portugal, the representative 
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The government’s most significant response was the administrative 

reconfiguration of the various police forces and the centralisation of surveillance and 

repression of the emigration business in the PVDE.33 This concern of police 

reinforcement was also verified in other European dictatorial contexts. Mussolini’s rise 

to power constituted a rupture with the former emigration policy. Administrative 

functions of emigration services were reconfigured to centre on police cooperation in 

combating irregular emigration.34  

Before 1934, when the PVDE inherited the emigration service, the dictatorship 

had undertaken an administrative restructuring of the police forces to help centralise them 

while at the same time carrying out a political cleansing of public services to get rid of 

employees who did not agree with the current regime. As a result of organising 

‘sindicâncias’,35 a type of official inquiry which made it easier to select CGSE agents 

who were considered trustworthy, the Inspecção-Geral dos Serviços de Emigração (IGSE 

- Inspectorate-General of Emigration Services) was set up in 1928. The Inspectorate-

General operated from its head office but was linked to delegations in Lisbon, Porto and 

the islands.36 The running of it was put in the hands of someone trusted by the regime, a 

colonel or a general in active service or the reserve, appointed by the Minister of the 

Interior. Although the legislation was not very explicit as to its functions, the IGSE’s 

activity was restricted to providing assistance to emigrants from the moment they 

embarked until their arrival abroad.37 However, its agents collaborated with the medical 

personnel, who remained subordinate to police institutions, thus making them official 

agents for police control and surveillance of emigrants during the voyage on board ship. 

When the PVDE was given responsibility for the emigration service, the political 

police was already operating. The PVDE was the result of amalgamating two separate 

police forces – the PIP and the Polícia de Defesa Política e Social  (PDPS - Political and 

 
of the employer or the representative of a professional organisation) and the Portuguese authorities (PVDE 

and local authorities).  
33 Maria Ioannis Baganha, ‘From closed to open doors: Portuguese emigration under the Corporatist 

Regime’ E-Journal of Portuguese History 1 (2003) 1-16. 

http://www.brown.edu/Departments/Portuguese_Brazilian_Studies/ejph/html/issue1/pdf/baganha.pdf (20 

February 2010) 
34 Martini, Funzionari, intermediari, 420-421. 
35 A process whereby disciplinary proceedings are brought against one or several public functionaries to 

investigate facts and irregularities that have occurred in the Public Administration. The person responsible 

for the process is appointed by the Public Prosecutor. 
36 DG, 1ª Série, nº 180, 8 de agosto de 1928: Decreto nº 15826 do Ministério do Interior-Secretaria Geral.  
37 DG, 1ª Série, nº 180, 24 de agosto de 1928: Decreto nº 15884 do Ministério do Interior-Inspeção-Geral 

de Segurança Pública.  

http://www.brown.edu/Departments/Portuguese_Brazilian_Studies/ejph/html/issue1/pdf/baganha.pdf%20(20
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Social Defence Police) which acted solely in the interior of the country.38 Its role was 

primarily to control the activities of political opponents by basing its work on prevention-

dissuasion, surveillance-investigation and punishment-repression. It was also unique in 

that it enjoyed an autonomous system of political justice independent of traditional 

judicial authorities giving it the power to incriminate, imprison and try an individual 

without appearing before a court of law.  

When it absorbed the IGSE, described by the political police as chaotic, legislation 

enacted circumscribed the PVDE’s function to repression of irregular and clandestine 

practices, pursuit of ‘engajadores’ or recruiters, control of maritime and land borders, and 

finally dealing with licensing and monitoring passage and passport agents with the 

support of the civil authorities, the police, the military and public employees. The political 

police also had the power to serve legal notices that could count as corpus delicti and be 

accepted in court.  

Although the PVDE was an important police force politically, it began operating 

with inadequate, and disorganised, services and insufficient logistical and human 

resources. Maria da Conceição Ribeiro estimated there were no more than one hundred 

police agents active in 1933 to control the whole of the country and many of them were 

untrained, badly prepared and mostly drawn from the PIP.39 Progressively, the number of 

agents increased with the merger of other police forces with the PVDE and the 

recruitment of agents coming mostly from the PSP. The extinction of the IGSE 

guaranteed the integration of eighteen more agents but this did not represent a significant 

increase in human resources. The Spanish Civil War and the Second World War forced 

human resources to be increased but they were never considered sufficient to cover the 

national territory and its borders. A report from 1938 pointed the lack of representation 

of PVDE agents in land borders, as well as the shortcomings of the work conducted by 

GNR and Guarda Fiscal agents.40 Furthermore, the PVDE’s national network of 

delegations, inspectorates, posts and sub-posts was considered inadequate, preventing any 

 
38 The PIP was created in August 1928 with two active sections, one in Lisbon and the other in Porto. It 

was charged with surveillance of land borders, verification of passports of both national and foreign citizens 

and detention of undocumented national citizens. In 1931, it gained a greater political role – repression of 

Portuguese political exiles. In Ribeiro, A PVDE, 56-57. 
39 Ribeiro, A PVDE, 123-129. 
40 Mario Ivani, ‘A vigilância política das fronteiras em Portugal e na Itália dos anos Trinta. Modelos em 

comparação e algumas considerações sobre a colaboração entre a PVDE e a polícia de Mussolini’. 

Comunication presented at the conference Pensar as Fronteiras e as Mobilidades (Lisbon, September 23-

24, 2013) 
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wide permanent national coverage. The PVDE was above all represented in its Lisbon 

headquarters, the nerve centre of its activity for controlling political and social life, but 

there was also a delegation in Porto (as from 1933) and later inspectorates in Chaves and 

Coimbra (set up in 1935). The political police’s presence in maritime and land border 

posts (no more than seventeen) was also weak, which meant the border was porous and 

favoured illegal crossings. Efficient police action at the border to capture illegal emigrants 

and intermediaries would have facilitated the investigative work done behind the scenes 

to dismantle migratory networks and neutralise the illegal activity of passage and passport 

agents.  

Organised training for agents as well as tougher entry conditions and the 

development of a career structure in the PVDE only happened after 1937 with the 

collaboration of foreign police forces (Italian and English). Most agents carried out their 

duties using the training they had received beforehand as PSP agents, which led Ribeiro 

to draw the following generic profile of a PVDE agent: “an individual recruited from 

among the middle and lower strata of society, educated to primary level or a bit higher, 

and equipped with little specific professional knowledge, but frequently possessing some 

police training as evidenced by the fact that a percentage of these men had previously 

served in the PSP”.41 It was therefore as a result of their institution being characterised as 

‘amateurish’ or ‘home-made’ that PVDE agents made an effort in the first three years to 

become better organised and disciplined and they started their work on emigration. 

 

The PVDE and monitoring the activities of passage and passport agents 

When the PVDE took over the emigration service, they inherited a series of 

Republican regulations that sought to bring order to the intermediation business and 

determined a punitive base as well as a police intervention method specifically for 

emigration control. The 1919 decree-laws established the functions of intermediaries and 

the geographical (by district) and professional limits of their intervention. Individuals 

who already held a municipal or administrative post could not become passage and 

passport agents in order to prevent fraud and abuse of power in organising administrative 

emigration processes, nor could those who had already been condemned for crimes linked 

to clandestine emigration or when their licence had been revoked by ministerial decision. 

 
41 Ribeiro, A PVDE, 142. 
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Also regulated were the compulsory bureaucratic procedures for registering their 

business and obtaining a licence (i.e. identity document, criminal record, good moral and 

civic behaviour, payment of a deposit guarantee and industrial tax, and provision of an 

attorney), thereby putting an end to unregulated and unmonitored activity. Along with the 

description of agents’ functions was a definition of the means the police could use to 

suppress illegal emigration and the penalties incurred. Production of written proof and 

documents (e.g. receipts and activity registers) became obligatory. These documents had 

to itemise the activity and the expenses incurred and be easy to consult by official 

authorities to facilitate identification of illegal and fraudulent practices such as illegal fees 

being charged for a service provided to emigrants.42 Although these regulations 

constituted a legislative basis to carry out the work on a day-to-day basis, analysis of the 

archives confirms the use of other investigation methods based on the personal appraisal 

of emigration cases by police agents.. 

One of the PVDE’s priorities was the prevention-dissuasion and surveillance-

investigation of passage and passport agencies. On discovering the shortcomings of the 

archives and the lack of information about emigration intermediaries, one of their first 

actions was to ensure they had greater knowledge of the intermediaries’ activities by 

organising individual case files, starting with the CGSE archives. 

As the entity responsible for granting licences and following on from the work 

done by the CGSE, the PVDE examined an agent’s financial capacity and their moral, 

political and religious probity – through certificates and statements sent by influential 

men from their home town such as the priest, the head of the county’s União Nacional 

party or the mayor of the local town council. 

Internal circulars were produced to reinforce the bureaucratic requirements in 

order to exclude unwanted agencies and those that were financially incapable of 

guaranteeing they could carry out their activities. In August 1934, the PVDE established 

a specific period for renewing licences on pain of closing down the agency irrespective 

of the justification for the delay, be it for financial or health reasons. 

Later, the circular issued on 5 August 1939 determined that an agency would 

automatically be closed when the licence was not renewed within the legal period or when 

 
42 This requirement was reinforced in the 1921 decree-law nº 7370. This decree set the penalties incurred 

if no receipt was given to emigrants for a first-time offence and for recurrent infringements. The latter could 

lead to suspension of the licence for up to two years. DG, 1ª Série, nº 42, 23 de fevereiro de 1921: Decreto 

nº 7370 do Ministério do Interior-Direcção-Geral da Segurança Pública-Repartição dos Serviços de 

Emigração.  
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this renewal was not done according to police instructions. This circular had a greater 

impact than the first one on the number of passage and passport agents authorised to carry 

on with their activity. Many agencies that had temporarily suspended their activity or 

agencies applying for authorisation for the first time were banned from being granted a 

licence.43 When a process was evaluated, what also counted was the district where the 

agent’s business was registered, his occupation and the amount of economic and political 

influence he wielded in the town where he practised. 

The case of António de Almeida Melo Júnior, an agent in Seia, confirms the 

importance of political factors when it was time to renew a licence.44 With an extensive 

network of acquaintances in political and economic milieus at both local and national 

level, Melo Júnior first carried out his activity from 1919 to 1934, the year he joined Rita 

Borges Barbosa’s agency in Seia. When he was dismissed in 1936, Melo Júnior submitted 

an application to requalify so as to open a new agency and he used his local contacts to 

attest to his moral, political and religious integrity. His application for a licence, which 

was turned down by Lieutenant Castro e Silva,45 was deemed inappropriate since it was 

considered part of a wider movement of the ‘march of the pirates [passage and passport 

agents] on Lisbon’, or, put another way, ‘unfailingly, [licence requests] have been 

observed to gain maximum momentum when a new Minister of the Interior enters the 

government, which does not prevent this being repeated later as has now happened’. Melo 

Júnior was accused of misusing Rita Barbosa’s signature while employed by her, but the 

rejection of his application was also related to the strong suspicion that he was involved 

in political activities opposed to the regime and the existence of personal links to Afonso 

Costa46 and the Portuguese Freemasons. This therefore discredited the sworn statements 

of the local elites.47 

Melo Júnior tried to get his licence back again in December of the same year by 

showing his sincere commitment to the Estado Novo. Repenting of the political life he 

had led during the First Republic as a member of the Democratic Party (since 1919) and 

 
43 MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.08/04, I-EPEA – 35: Ramos (Abílio José Marques) agente de passagens e 

passaportes, Murtosa. 
44 MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.8/02, I-EPEA-48: Melo, Sara de Almeida, agente de passagens e passaportes, 

Ceia. 
45 Lieutenant António Vieira de Castro e Silva belonged to the upper ranks of the PVDE and was an adjunct 

in the International Section in which the emigration service was integrated. 
46 Afonso Costa was one of the leading political actors and figures of the First Portuguese Republic. After 

the military coup of 28 May 1926, he went into exile in Paris. 
47 Letter from Sara de Almeida Melo, former passage and passport agent, to the Assistant Director of PVDE 

Emigration Section, 24 April 1937. In MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.8/02, I-EPEA-48: Melo, Sara de 

Almeida, agente de passagens e passaportes, Ceia.  
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the Freemasons (1918-1929) and as the mayor of the town council, Melo Júnior tried to 

exonerate himself from his connection to Afonso Costa justifying the relationship as the 

result of family ties and a conviviality shared for many years. He was finally granted a 

licence in September 1938 after the PVDE checked with the 1st Criminal Judge of the 

judicial district of Lisbon that there were no criminal proceedings against the applicant. 

Although important in the PVDE’s decision-making, this was not the only factor. 

Relevant too was the fact that responsibility for the emigration service had been 

transferred to Lieutenant Joaquim Silveira as was the intervention of individuals in the 

political sphere such as the Civil Governor of Guarda, António Borges Pires, and António 

Dias, a lawyer and friend of General Ivens Ferraz.48 

In addition to granting licences, the PVDE was also involved in managing 

conflicts between emigrants and intermediaries.49 Taking the logics of prevention-

dissuasion and surveillance-investigation as the starting point and using the police 

network that connected the territory to the actual border, conflicts were resolved at a 

distance following an investigation that determined the degree of guilt of the individuals 

involved in illegal acts. Irregularities were handled in various ways depending on how 

serious the situation was and the police’s ability to investigate and collect evidence 

proving the illegal involvement of emigration intermediaries. The complex web of social 

relations linking intermediaries and emigrants along with the legal difficulties affecting 

departures made the police’s job more difficult. The illegal practices that were identified 

most in the political police archives were provision of irregular invitation letters or work 

contracts, falsification of documents (e.g. military licences, criminal records, birth 

certificates and passports), occupation or place of residence, theft of a third party’s 

identity, illegal recruitment, extortion of money from emigrants and, finally, abusive 

charges to deal with administrative formalities.50 

 
48 Artur Ivens Ferraz was a soldier and politician in the military dictatorship. He adhered to the 28 May 

1926 coup and defended a Republic with respect for freedom and a strong executive independent of 

parliamentary majorities, thus distancing himself from the position taken by Oliveira Salazar. César 

Oliveira, ‘Ferraz, Artur Ivens’, in: Fernando Rosas and José Maria Brandão Brito (dir.); Maria Fernanda 

Rollo (coord.), Dicionário de História do Estado Novo. Volume I. A-L (Lisbon 1996) 350-351. See also the 

letter from Captain António Dias, n.d., n.exp. In MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.8/02, I-EPEA-48: Melo (Sara 

de Almeida) agente de passagens e passaportes, Ceia. 
49 See the case of the agent Alberto Viegas Barriga from Figueira da Foz. MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, R 1.1/4: 

Processo 112; and of Eduardo Américo Nascimento, Processo 127. 
50 One of the most emblematic cases was that of the agent Albino António Oliveira in Mira. In 

MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.8/02, I-EPEA – 46: Oliveira (Albino António) agente de passagens e 

passaportes, Mira.  



17 
 

Reading individual case files of passage and passport agents allows us to identify 

some of the strategies used to avoid being identified as engaging in illegal acts. In some 

cases, agents used illegal local intermediaries to recruit emigrants. In other cases, the 

emigrants themselves were, consciously or unconsciously, involved in these practices 

especially when the emigrant’s occupation had to be altered with the administrative 

services to the occupation wanted by the receiving country (e.g. farmers for Brazil) or 

required in the work contract by the French authorities. Besides the poor collaboration 

between police forces, whose investigations were often disorganised as was their control 

of land and sea borders, the long delay in building a criminal case derived partly from a 

lack of written proof or from not actually catching illegal or clandestine emigrants. This 

often meant agents could not be charged with aiding irregular emigration or with 

recruitment. The case of Abílio José Marques Ramos confirms the problem that was 

caused by lack of proof to incriminate an agent. Prevented from operating as an agent 

because of a decision by the Ministry of the Interior in 1929, he was reinstated the same 

year for lack of proof following an investigation.51  

A denunciation from an emigrant or a passage and passport agent was another 

reason for starting an investigation.52 Investigations were based on the testimony 

collected, a selection of written evidence that was considered valid (receipts or 

correspondence exchanged between the agent and emigrant) and the police agent’s 

personal overall appraisal of the case.  

One example of this is the case of João Maria Mendes Ramalho, an emigrant, and 

Francisco Dias Mora, his agent.53 Francisco Dias Mora, an agent in Pombal, was involved 

in emigrant departures to France using work contracts for woodcutters but he was 

denounced by João Ramalho who had wanted to emigrate to France but decided in the 

end to stay in Portugal. He had already emigrated twice before to France but both these 

 
51 In MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.08/04, I-EPEA – 35: Ramos (Abílio José Marques) agente de passagens e 

passaportes, Murtosa.  
52 See the complaint filed by Joaquim Lopes Chaves Júnior, an agent from the district of Porto, about the 

illegal activity carried out in this district by Manuel do Basto Júnior, an agent registered in the district of 

Aveiro. In MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.3/4, I-EPEA – 55: Chaves Jr (Joaquim Lopes) agente de passagens 

e passaportes, Porto. Álvaro José Vaz, an agent from Braganza, denounced the illegal actions of Carlos 

Pereira dos Santos in recruiting emigrants in various towns on behalf of other passage and passport agents 

such as Bento Guerreira Matias, another agent. Curiously, Carlos Pereira dos Santos benefited from 

someone intervening on his behalf with José Catela, the man in charge of the border and foreigners service, 

who closed the investigation into the affair. MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.3/5, I-EPEA – 100: Vaz (Álvaro 

José) agente de passagens e passaportes, Bragança. 
53 MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.3/11, I-EPEA – 80: Mora (Francisco Dias) agente de passagens e passaportes, 

Pombal.  
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experiences had ended in failure. This made him aware of the need to have documents 

that were in order to avoid being repatriated. He justified his refusal to leave with the 

work contract the agent provided by the fact he had not been able to see or sign the 

document before leaving. His distrust of the agent’s actions proved to be well-founded 

when he became aware of the situation in which other emigrants found themselves. A 

letter sent by a man who had emigrated with the same agent to his wife related the 

circumstances of his arrival in France and the treatment he received from the authorities 

in Hendaye when it was discovered that the documents were not certified and had a false 

address. This letter, which was handed in to the police, was not sufficient to incriminate 

the agent. He was accused of illicitly obtaining an identity card, misrepresenting the work 

contract, threatening the emigrant with losing the contract, and not refunding the amounts 

the emigrant had paid to arrange his departure. However, the interpretation of the case by 

the PVDE agent in Coimbra, based on the evidence presented, led him to think the 

accusation was precipitate given the lack of proof.54 Thus the emigrant’s letter lost all 

credibility along with its power to incriminate the passage and passport agent. 

Finally, many of the investigations initiated by the PVDE originated after an 

emigrant filed a complaint against a passage and passport agent in a Polícia de Segurança 

Pública (PSP) or Polícia Judiciária (PJ - Criminal Police) police station. An investigation 

could also be started following a transgression identified by a doctor treating an emigrant 

during the maritime journey, or after a complaint made by a passage and passport agent 

about illegal activities involving other agents in the same district.55 In this situation, the 

motive behind the complaint was primarily to end competition among agencies during a 

period when profitability in the emigration business was low. Discovery of illegal 

activities being carried out by a passage and passport agency did not lead automatically 

to termination of their licence. Often it was the PVDE who decided whether or not the 

defendant(s) and the plaintiff(s) were guilty and they exerted psychological pressure on 

the individuals involved so as to put an end to the litigation and close the case. 

 
54 Relatório – 19 de janeiro de 1940. PVDE – Secção Internacional – Proc nº inicial 1/940 – da Sede 85/940 

– Ano de 1940. Autuação – Coimbra e Inspecção da Secção Internacional da PVDE – agente Eusebio Alves 

Pinto nº 186/129. In MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.3/11, I-EPEA – 80: Mora (Francisco Dias) agente de 

passagens e passaportes, Pombal.  
55One example is the case of a complaint made by António Borges Barbosa, an agent in Ceia, about the 

illegal activity of José da Silva Santos, a book-keeper, who redirected emigrants to Lisbon when he was 

not qualified to do so. In MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, EPEA - 51: António Borges Barbosa, Agente de passagens 

e passaportes, Ceia. Carta de Rita Borges Barbosa para o director da PVDE – Seção Internacional em 

Lisboa, 25 de novembro de 1934. See also the case of João de Sousa Pimenta, an agent in Barcelos. 10.8/02. 

I-EPEA – 44: Pimenta (João de Sousa) agente de passagens e passaportes, Barcelos. Ofício do agente para 

o director da PVDE, 6 de abril de 1936. 
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However, confirmed cases of clandestine emigration involving intermediaries 

from Lisbon could be resolved differently including preventive detention of defendants 

without being charged and without appearing before a court of law, or a sentence handed 

down by the director of the PVDE. One such case was that of António Duarte, a passage 

and passport agent, and Manuel Clemente, a recruitment ‘enticer’ and barber, both from 

Lisbon.56 They were involved in the recruitment and clandestine emigration of two 

emigrants who tried to go to the United States of America in April 1940. The case was 

opened when the two individuals filed a complaint with the maritime police in Lisbon 

after they were deported from America back to Portugal without being questioned by the 

police. The complaint concerned the non-refunding of the money they had paid to the 

passage and passport agent to organise their departure. The statements of the two 

emigrants led to the intermediaries being apprehended as it was confirmed they had 

committed the crime of clandestine emigration. On 24 April Manuel Clemente, held in 

custody by the PVDE since 16 April, was interrogated but his denial of guilt led to his 

preventive detention being prolonged without him being charged and to his transfer to 

Aljube prison. Manuel Clemente revised his statement on 30 April during his second 

interrogation during which he confirmed his part in enticing people to emigrate, his 

contact with the passage and passport agent to organise clandestine emigration and the 

amount the individuals were asked to pay to emigrate clandestinely (400 USD/Esc. 11 

000$00). 

As a result of these allegations, António Duarte, the agent, was detained for the 

crime of recruitment but also without being formally charged. Although he confessed to 

his participation in organising this clandestine emigration, receipt of the emigrants’ 

money and his special contact to ensure their clandestine embarkation on an American 

ship, he claimed it was Manuel Clemente who was responsible for encouraging the 

individuals to leave. After spending several more days in custody without being charged 

to ensure a third intermediary was arrested, which did not in fact happen, the PVDE 

determined the nature of the crimes committed by the defendants and the plaintiffs and 

set the fines for the offences without them appearing before a court of law. According to 

the report written by Paulo Cumano,57 the agent, António Duarte, and the barber, Manuel 

 
56 MNE/DGACCP/AJNE, 10.3/7, I-EPEA–66: Duarte (António), agente de passagens e passaportes, 

Lisboa.  
57 Paulo Cumano was in charge of the PVDE’s monitoring and border service. He was considered the most 

Germanophile of all PVDE officials, a fact that led him to be excluded from the PVDE when Salazar’s 
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Clemente, were both found guilty of the crimes of recruitment and enticement and 

sentenced to either pay a fine of Esc. 10 000$00 or be sent to correctional prison for five 

hundred days. Meanwhile, Decree nº 30492 of 7 June 1940, which set new penalties for 

illegal emigration, meant the agent’s licence was revoked permanently. In the end, both 

opted to pay the fine. The PVDE’s handling of this case demonstrated the weight of the 

police’s repressive power to act against emigration intermediaries and it can even be 

assumed torture was used to extract confessions from the accused and to learn of their 

roles in clandestine emigration.  

 

Conclusion 

Analysis of PVDE police practices revealed that it intended to subtly tighten 

control over passage and passport agencies’ activities without totally banning them, 

irrespective of whether they were involved in illegal migratory networks or not. The 

number of active agencies remained stable during the 1930s (an average of 80-90 agents) 

following a steady fall between 1929 and 1932. Nevertheless, the Second World War 

represented the most significant moment in the sector’s decline (85 in 1939 to 36 in 1948), 

mainly in the interior of Portugal. The progressive decline of passage and passport 

agencies and the reduction in their number was facilitated primarily by the economic and 

migratory context which forced some, mostly in the interior of the country, to close for 

lack of business and financial capital. 

The fight against illegal emigration was integrated within a ‘process of 

hegemonisation of the Dictatorship’ by building and using the repressive apparatus 

symbolised by the PVDE. Police intervention happened on a case-by-case basis in a 

socio-economic and migratory context unfavourable to the legal emigration business but 

lucrative in its illegal version. 

Three actions of the political police have therefore been identified: action taken 

to control the legality of agents’ activities through granting licences; everyday 

management of conflicts between emigrants and passage and passport agents; and strong 

repressive and punitive intervention against passage and passport agents in cases 

involving clandestine emigration. 

However, the PVDE did not adopt more radical and generalised surveillance and 

repression measures against the agencies even in the tense social and political context of 

 
international policy at the end of 1942 sought to bring Portugal closer to the Allies to the detriment of 

Germany. 
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1936 – the Spanish Civil War – and the consequent reinforcement of the political police’s 

action in the country. This lack of repression cannot be explained exclusively by the 

agents’ economic influence. The PVDE was primarily responsible for surveillance and 

political repression and for controlling the presence of foreigners – functions that were 

given the highest priority but for which it lacked logistical, human and financial resources 

particularly to operate all over the country.58 Nor did it have enough logistical and 

personnel capacity to also ensure the monitoring, close surveillance and repression of 

agencies. These were spread in a complex network connecting Lisbon and Porto to the 

rest of the country, with the largest number being in the north. Note that the only really 

severe action discovered in the case files related to a case of clandestine emigration 

involving a passage and passport agent from Lisbon, the key area for political police 

intervention. Judicial powers were used to arrest, investigate and autonomously decide 

the penalty incurred by the defendants. 

In 1936, when evaluating actions taken during the remodelling of the emigration 

services, the PVDE continued to mention the existence of corrupt functionaries and 

stressed the difficulty of monitoring, identifying irregularities and imposing fines on 

passage and passport agents: 

Only with specific measures and police work, in some cases very extensive, can legal 

proof of their irregularities be obtained. Being aware of the difficulties we struggle with 

to intensify repression of such procedures, these individuals, who have thrown so many 

naive peasants into poverty, continue to “work” with impunity and completely at ease, 

which is unacceptable.59 

 

Other police forces – GNR, PSP and the GF – and representatives of district and 

local authorities had to be used to carry out field operations in both urban and rural areas 

and in the border counties. ‘The political police would therefore intervene only after the 

normal forces for maintaining order had acted.’60 But not only. The collaboration of the 

passage and passport agents themselves, and especially of the emigrant, was decisive in 

identifying irregular practices within the locality where they were organised. The 

emigrant was in fact the key element in criminal prosecutions: when caught in flagrante, 

his collaboration facilitated identification and dismantling of the network as well as the 

protagonists who supported it. 

 
58 Ribeiro, A PVDE, 108-114 
59 “Serviços de Emigração” [Emigration Services] document, no sender (probably the Emigration Police – 

PVDE) and no recipient, n.d., p. 13. In DGARQ, AMAI, Maço 505, Lº 2 PV/P nº 5, 1939. 
60 Ribeiro, A PVDE, 108.  
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Finally, besides the work of monitoring and repression, the proposals suggested 

by the PVDE in 1936 to reorganise the administrative system of emigration together with 

the experience of subsidised emigration to Brazil and the Treaty signed between Portugal 

and France served to accelerate the process of maturation and legitimation of the State’s 

exclusive intervention in migratory issues. This placed the State in a privileged position 

as it was considered the most legitimate entity to defend collective interests in line with 

the 1933 Constitution. The involvement of Portuguese public institutions in organising 

departures happened gradually, with the 1930s being the key moment for the State’s 

control of and exclusive responsibility for all stages of departure.  

The private sector, including passage and passport agents, was banned from 

intervening and this became effective as of 1947 when a political decision was made to 

create the Junta Nacional de Emigração (JNE - National Board for Emigration). The 

PVDE played a central role in defining its function not only because it had gained 

legitimacy from its experience with surveillance and repression and from its knowledge 

of the reality of intermediation but also because, since the beginning, it had enjoyed the 

power of political influence within the government. However, although this measure led 

to bureaucratic and administrative practices that were monopolised by public institutions, 

thereby putting an end once and for all to the private sector’s involvement after years of 

political pressure, the illegal intermediation business continued as the illegal and 

clandestine networks were reconfigured and adapted to the new migratory behaviour that 

marked the postwar period. 
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