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Rita Conceição was born in 1958, in the city of Salvador, capital of the of Bahia, Brazil.  Bahia is a state located 
in NE Brazil.  The capital, Salvador, has 3 million inhabitants.  Eighty per cent of these inhabitants are African-
Brazilian, descendants of white, Indian and black ethnic mixes.  Salvador is different from other Brazilian cities 
in to the fact that it has the highest concentration of blacks in the world, besides Africa – or is the first 
Diaspora in the world.  The life of these inhabitants is to struggle (fight) to overcome the poverty in which they 
live. 
 
The story of Rita’s life is not different from this reality.  Daughter of a domestic maid and a security guard, Rita 
is the first of 8 children of this couple.  She started her schooling at a neighbor’s house, as during that time in 
Brazil, there were no public schools and day cares where the children of the poor could start their learning.  
Those who were able to attend school completed only the elementary level.  Her mother paid the neighbor a 
small amount to teach Rita how to read and write as it was her dream to see her daughter in the University.  
Dona Iraildes could not even sign her name but she wanted Rita to attend college and study law so that she 
would not have a limited future of working as a domestic servant, and/or filling herself with children without 
the means to raise them.  Dona Iraildes and her husband worked very hard to support their eight children. 
 
Rita’s childhood was marked by a very difficult time.  In 1964, the Brazilian government was taken over by a 
military coup.  The military took power and rapidly suppressed freedom of speech and instituted a policy of 
economic hardship, causing a big recession and leaving millions of rural workers without land to die of 
starvation or flee to the urban centers in hope of survival and a better life in the big cities. 
 
The result of this rural exodus was the creation of large slums in all of the Brazilian cities, inciting profound 
inequalities between the poor and the rich.  This inequality continues to present times, distinguishing Brazil as 
the most economically unequal country of the world.  During the years of the dictatorship between 1960 and 
1970, in Brazil, thousands of intellectuals, students, activists, rural workers and demonstrators were jailed, 
tortured and/or disappeared.  Those who survived were those who escaped to the exterior of the country with 
the help of foreign friends. 
 
During this huge political transformation, Rita’s education was greatly influenced by students, intellectuals and 
activists who fought against the military dictatorship.  Her neighbor Maria, the teacher, was a student and 
activist.  She taught Rita to read and write with the help of her own mother, Dona Helena, who would take 
Rita on outings.  From the bus windows she would see the views and read the store signs.  Each name she read 
correctly she would be praised for and many times received sweets or presents.  It was like this that she 
learned to read and write rapidly.  This family had the habit of reading comic books, photos-strip stories and 
books.  At 9 years old, Rita already read Jorge Amado and from there on did not stop reading.  She also 
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participated in the parties that the activist students held to discuss resistance strategies against the military 
government. 
 
Rita had a great passion for studying.   In her small home with two rooms, she would wait for her siblings to 
sleep so that in the early morning she could do her homework, for besides liking to study, she received a 
scholarship to study.  This money helped her parents raise her siblings. Rita could not fail in school, because 
then she would lose her scholarship and this money would be cut from the family budget.  
 
When she finished middle school, Rita was strongly influenced by the math teacher to engage in the political 
movement against the military dictatorship.  Rita managed to leave the old school where she studied, which 
was far from the city center, and went to study at the Colégio Central, to take a technical course for machinery  
maintenance.  This school was famous for the struggles that happened there against the military regime.  
From that point on, she has never stopped the fight against repression that Brazil encounters.  She 
participated in various demonstrations, party reunions, selling political newspapers at the doors of theaters, 
cinemas and at traffic lights to help the movement against the military dictatorship.  During this entire time 
she continued working to help her parents raise her siblings.  She attended school in the morning, worked in 
the afternoon and at night she took the university pre-entrance exam class as her objective was to get in to 
the university.  When she finished high school, she took her first entrance exam for a communication major.  
She did not pass and her mother made her take a nursing assistant class as Rita needed a profession that was 
easier to find, a job that would help her younger siblings study as well. During this time Rita became involved 
with the theatre, hiding this from her family and to escape from home. Her mother could not accept that she 
might enter into the world of theatre, as the life of an actress was not acceptable, especially for blacks.  In 
January of 1980, she sat for another entrance exam, this time in communication, and once again she did not 
get into the university.  Disappointed, she thought about leaving Salvador and going to live in São Paulo.  In 
June of 1980, she tried another college entrance exam, this time at the Catholic University, a private 
university.  She was approved for French studies.  From that time forward, her mother began to believe in her 
and help her to attend the university.  She returned to work with the family in a small shack that sold sweets 
and cigarettes and continued working with the theatre.  In January of 1981 she took another entrance exam at 
UFBA, a public university, and was approved for a major in social science. 
 
In the beginning she tried to attend both universities, but abandoned the private one because she did not 
have the money to pay the monthly fees.  During this time Rita was already totally involved with the theatre 
and politics as the struggle for the fall of the military dictatorship was all encompassing involving students, 
rural and union workers, civilian society and the black movement. All had the same objective: to fight for 
democracy in Brazil.  The local movements were very strong in the streets of Salvador. 
 
In 1984, her mother died.  Her siblings were all still very young, the youngest was 5 years old.  Without 
support and structure to continue at the university, she went to live in the campus residence halls and 
continued to work to help her father care for her siblings.  It took Rita many years to finish college because she 
had to interrupt her studies several times to work and help her family.  She was very afraid of not being able 
to finish her studies as the major which could have been completed in 4 years, took 12.  In 1992 Rita finally 
received her diploma in social sciences with a specialization in anthropology. 
 
It was during this period that she began to do photography.  Her first experience was at the Church of Rosário 
of the Blacks.  This church is different from all others by the fact that it was built by the Sisterhood of Rosário 
of the Blacks during the time of slavery.  Her preferred photographic subjects always returned her to 
photojournalism.  Rita began to photograph at demonstrations and political movements in Salvador. Involved 
in politics, Rita got to know, up close, the People’s leader, Lula da Silva, who was on a path to become the 
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President of Brazil.  Lula used to say that she was his preferred portraitist.  Rita photographed Lula for several 
years, until he won the election and became the first leader of the workers to become the president of Brazil.  
Besides these jobs, Rita did Capoeira Angola.  She was a student of various famous masters of capoeira: 
masters João Pequeno, João Grande, and Jogo de Dentro.  It was in the classes of master Jogo de Dentro that 
she met anthropologist Margaret Willson who was living in Salvador and needed an assistant to do interviews 
with the Salvadorian masters of capoeira.  Rita supervised and carried out the interviews with the masters.  
During this contact, Rita talked a lot to Ms. Willson about the problems of the black population of Salvador, 
the difficulties these black people had in getting a quality education, access to a higher level of education and 
a life of quality, especially the black woman who even in her infancy is obliged to abandon school and work to 
help her family and raise the younger children.  This situation of inequality is visually perceived by foreigners 
and visitors who come to the city. Rita was one of the few black women who had access to the university. 
 
After the conclusion of the research, Margaret Willson and Rita Conceição created the NGO Bahia Street in 
Salvador, with the objective of helping poor girls have access to a quality education so that in the future they 
would have a more dignified life.  Margaret had the mission to find resources and Rita the mission to establish 
and administer the NGO in Salvador.  On February 2, 1997, the institution was registered in Brazil and ever 
since then Rita has been fully dedicated to the work with the girls and young women from the slums of 
Salvador.  Salvador, in spite of being a city where the majority of the population is black, is at the same time a 
city that is extremely racist.  The white minority dominates all of the riches of the city and Rita encountered 
many difficulties in implementing the work with the youngsters, without the help of the state backing.  She 
started working at the NGO as a volunteer because until then she had a job at the mayor's office of Salvador.  
With the change in the government, she was let go without the benefits due her job.  After a year of many 
struggles, she was able to get her job back again but not for very long.  About 5 months later, she was let go of 
her job from the mayor’s office.  There was no proof, but the loss of her job was motivated by racial issues.  
She was a photographer of the mayor and in the opinion of the municipal accessory, a black woman wearing 
dreadlocks, could not be the photographer of the mayor of the city.  Of that group of city workers, she was the 
only one laid off.  This time they paid her benefits.  With that money she returned to her original 
neighborhood and built her house in the space her father gave her.  Rita began to live off of the proceeds of 
the photography  she did on Sundays, the baptisms which occurred at the Church of the Rosary of the Blacks.  
The money she earned barely paid her bills.  Two years later, with much difficulty, Bahia Street started to pay 
her R$100 a month.  Two years later she received US$250 from visitors from the United States, with which to 
buy a new camera as the previous one was very old and she did not have the money to buy a new camera to 
work with and pay her bills. 
 
During all this time of working, Rita struggled to build a suitable building for the Bahia Street organization as 
her dream was of a strong institution, to secure support for the young Afro-Brazilian women of Salvador.  The 
struggle was intense and over many years she convinced the collaborators of the need to build a center of 
reference for the women of Salvador.  She managed to buy an old house in the center of the city and slowly 
built the institution’s building.  Over all these years, Rita has served around 500 young women and girls, and 
managed to help 25 of them get admitted to the university in various majors.  The rate of adolescent 
pregnancy among these young women is 0%. 
 
Various programs and plans were put into place to improve the self-esteem of the girls and their families as 
the education process alone would not have given such positive results due to a variety of difficulties of these 
young people: problems of nutrition, physical and mental health, and lack of family structure.  Rita’s struggle 
was arduous to care for these girls all these many years. 
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Currently the NGO in its own building has become transformed into a reference center for women of Salvador.  
It serves 75 girls and adolescents from different favelas of the city, provides jobs for 25 people of the 
community and offers a quality education to the girls. 
There is a health program which teaches the girls about sexuality and domestic violence, they receive two 
meals a day, learn English, capoeira, dance, computer technology and basic education.  This work has received 
international recognition.  In 2008 Rita received the World of Children Award and in 2009 the IVY Inter-
American Foundation Award in Washington DC.  
 
Currently, Rita administers two NGOs:  Bahia Street and Sou Digna.  The later offers vocational classes to the 
mothers of the girls and women of the community.  From April to June of 2012, she has already offered two 
vocational courses: Computer technology and Cake baking and decorating.  45 women have received this 
training.  Currently these women are prepared to enter the work force and some of them are already earning 
money with their new skills. 
 
Rita’s desire is that in the long term the work of Bahia Street and Sou Digna will extend to all of the 
neighborhoods of Salvador and other cities of Bahia because she believes that this way the women can have a 
better life having ways to fight so the inequality of race and gender can be banished from this city of Salvador, 
Bahia, Brazil. 
 
To contact Rita, please email info@soudigna.org. 
 
  
 
  


