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Rita Conceição, Director, Bahia Street Center

Rita Conceição is an African-Brazilian community activist, sociologist, and photographer. Together with Margaret Willson, she founded the Bahia Street program in Salvador, Brazil, in 1996. She currently directs the program in Brazil, where 50 girls attend classes daily and receive an education that rivals the best private schools in the city.

The Bahia Street program was launched with little money, and Ms. Conceição worked long hours and drew no salary for the first four years. She now leads a staff of fourteen and oversees all aspects of the program in Brazil, including student selection, curriculum development, community relations, program development, and facility management. Since 2003, she has also overseen the purchase and renovation of the Bahia Street Center, an historic building located in the center of Salvador.

Ms. Conceição's background is uniquely suited to understanding the challenges Bahia Street's students face. A life-long activist, born and raised in a shantytown, she grew up during a military dictatorship that repressed free speech. She learned to protest, and to run from the police, at an early age. As a teenager, she began photographing protests and conditions in the shantytowns, taking risks to make her photographs available as part of her activism for social justice, gender, racial, and economic equality.

She built her own home near her family in the shantytown where she grew up, saying, "No one else is going to change our communities for us. If I don't care enough to stay, how can I expect activism from anyone else?"

Through hard work and tenacity, Ms. Conceição attended the Federal University of Bahia. Following graduation, she worked in theater and video for a number of years. She was an unofficial photographer for Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, the union labor leader who fought for workers' rights in Brazil. Lula was elected president of Brazil in 2002.

In the 1980’s and 1990’s, Ms. Conceição also practiced the African-Brazilian martial art and dance form known as capoeira angola. As a black woman, she was a respected female pioneer in the traditionally male-dominated capoeira angola.
Beyond her work with Bahia Street, she remains active with numerous social justice causes around Salvador. This includes conceiving and executing a project documenting the Church of the Blacks, which has advocated for African-Brazilian rights and equality since before Abolition, which occurred in 1888 in Brazil.

For more information , please call the Bahia Street office in Seattle at (206) 633-1724.
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