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Movement for Black Lives 
Amherst Strategy Retreat REPORT 
(March 25-27, 2016, UMass Amherst) 

 
 

 

 

This preliminary report shares the basic outcomes of the March 2016 
intergenerational, multi-tendency, national retreat held by and for leaders of the 
US Black Liberation movement, including Black Lives Matter, Ferguson frontline 
activists, and elders from the Black Panthers and Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee. The retreat was designed as an organic, autonomous, non-sectarian 
support space, without pre-determined future organizational or coalition 
commitments. Thus, individuals from key organizations, regions, and areas of 
work were able to come together, share experiences and engage in rejuvenating 
activities together, and take away from the weekend what would suit them and 
their particular work the best. One participant, for example, went on to be a key 
founding force behind the recent 4.5 million strong 2017 Women’s March; 
connections made over the weekend have been maintained through ongoing 
collaboration producing workshops, trainings, and cultural interventions. This 
report will just give a very basic overview of what was done to help build for the 
creative space experienced at the retreat. 

 
As a core part of the report, we include documentary material in Appendix form, 
as follows (after a brief narrative): 

 
1) The Call to the Participants 
2) Retreat program (not completed till just before the retreat itself) 
3) Poster for the public cultural event (200+ in attendance) 
4) List of participants (final, and flexible till the end, within the basic 

framework conscious of age, gender, race/ethnicity, ideological 
orientation, sexual identity, and geographic region) 
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Background 
 

During the weekend of March 25-27, 2016, the DuBois UMass/Amherst 
Department of Afro-American Studies and the Resistance Studies Initiative hosted 
a strategy retreat together with Black Liberation activists from throughout the 
USA. A group of around 40 artists, activists, organizers, educators, academics and 
local community members from multiple races, ages, identities and backgrounds 
committed to Black Liberation for all,  shared space and participation in this 
special movement-building retreat. 

 
Why Amherst + Why Now? 

 
While the Movement for Black Lives emerged in the wake of state violence against 
communities of color in the U.S, there has consistently been - and even more so 
today - a growing movement of grassroots organizers against white supremacy, 
who are for social change and Black liberation all around the world. This 
international movement calls us to connect our struggle(s) and learn from each 
others’ lived experiences, so that we can strengthen our understanding, practice 
and impact. 

 
UMass Amherst’s desire to open its space for the movement is consistent with its 
social and educational values, history of breaking boundaries as well as its own 
challenges - all of which set the place for deep inquiry, relationship development 
and consideration of how building for Global Black liberation is possible. 

 
These activists, artists and academics come to Amherst in the spirit of our 
ancestors - who call us to engage in the ritual of relationship building - for the sake 
of future generations. In organizing this convening, we have done so in the spirit 
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of this movement, lovingly reaching out across intersectionalities, allies and 
identities, to make the place safe for the making of our foundation for 
transformation. 

 
Amherst is part of a community born of resistance and rebellion, made up of 
residents who could not sit apathetically by when the time came for their 
generation to stand up against oppressive ideas and practices - from a site(s) of 
Underground Railroad activity to being home to the great liberator Sojourner 
Truth along with the abolitionist David Ruggles. This place is a space for thinking 
and meandering in those thoughts as deep as the rivers that influence our region, 
values & knowledge - a space that nurtures freedom & deep questioning of the 
status quo both at a systemic level as well as in our local  communities and 
individual lives. We are opening up this space, so that work can happen here and 
now, that weaves into the work already being done on a personal, local & Global 
level fueled by an unapologetic Black power source and fresh generation of 
intersectional leaders. 

 
The people behind the Call and their/our Agenda 

 
The initial idea for this strategy weekend came when Amilcar Shabazz of the 
UMass/Amherst WEB DuBois Department of Afro-American Studies and Stellan 
Vinthagen of the UMass/Amherst Resistance Studies Initiative discussed coming 
together on a collaborative project which could meet the needs of the burgeoning 
Black Lives Matter movement on their campus, in Western Massachusetts, and 
beyond. After initial enthusiastic responses from local students and community 
activists, David Ragland of the Ferguson, MO-based Truth Telling Project, Matt 
Meyer of the War Resisters International, and U.K. Black Lives Matter activist 
Natalie Jeffers of Matters of the Earth became part of planning committee; they 
then reached out to Black Women organizers in the movement - Leslie Mac of the  
Ferguson Response Network, and Signe Harriday of the Million Artist Movement - 
Sisters over-flowing with #BlackGirlMagic. UMass/Amherst student activists 
Jasmine Bertrand-Haliday and Josh Odam (who also coordinates the People of 
African Descent caucus of the national United States Student Association) were 
also members of the Planning Committee, which met mainly by Skype or 
conference call as needed. 

 
The planning committee has worked to shape the retreat so that it honors the 
intersectional LGBTQI+ principles of the Movement for Black Lives. The list of 
potential invitees, planning committee members, and scope and agenda of the 
weekend grew from there to reflect and honor these principles. There are no 
behind-the-scenes political parties, ideological tendencies or formations behind 
this retreat; instead there IS a strong desire to create a nurturing, healing space 
for organizers - created by organizers - to connect over a couple of days with one 
another and build across different strategic, tactical and philosophical lines within 
the movement. We agree that radical change is necessary in 2016 and that only a 
truly transformational, sustainable strategy that is intersectional, 
intergenerational and inclusive will support Black liberation for ALL; a dream felt 
by all our ancestors and one that will come with unity, justice, equity and 
solidarity. 
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Endorsements 
 

The retreat was endorsed by the UMass Amherst Black Student Union, the 
Graduate Students of Color, the Black Caucus, the Center for Latin American, 
Caribbean, and Latino Studies, the On Protest Research Group, the Department of 
Sociology and Five Colleges, Incorporated. 

 
Participants (see final list of names in Appendix) 

 
This Participant list is a result of invitations sent by a collection of people across 
the Movement for Black Lives. The organizing committee reached out across as 
many lines and spaces that exist in today's movement and were intentional in their 
desire to create a truly inclusive, intersectional, intergenerational, representative 
and well-balanced space. Numbers were kept small to enable creative practice and 
deep relationship building at its highest. We aimed for 40 but were close to 50 in 
the end. The number of non-People of Color were kept to a handful. 

 
The Retreat Process 

 
The retreat was facilitated by the “program sub-committee” of the slightly larger 
previously-named Planning Committee. The group of three -  Signe Harriday, 
Natalie Jeffers, and Leslie Mac – guided the larger group in a very skilled way, 
enabling all participants to take steps towards an empowering gathering. The 
program was developed based on discussions in the planning group and a survey 
of all participants done electronically before the weekend. 

 
The gathering began with our literal weaving of a yarned web of connections 
between us as participants, something that created a concrete image of how we 
belong. We continued with a ceremonial remembrance of those that went before 
us in the struggle for Black Lives, who laid down their lives and made our 
gathering possible. Thereafter, we focused on exchanges of experiences and 
perspectives, in our attempt to explore the visions and strategies of Black 
Liberation. 

 
The retreat altered between full group sessions and working groups, collective 
sharing, listening and ceremonies, and poster sessions, as well as 
intergenerational dialogues with questions and answers. Basically, we moved 
over the days from exploring who we are and where we come from, towards our 
visions, strategies, and spaces for future communications and greater 
collaborative work. 

 
All notes taken during the sessions exist, and selected parts of the dialogue were 
also videotaped. A breakdown of the program exists in a detailed document of 
several pages, but is summarized in the Appendix below. 

 
The Public Cultural-Political Event 
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The public was invited to a cultural event with a full program on the evening of 
Saturday March 26, at the Student Union Ballroom, University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst. It was an evening in the name of: Black Lives Matter – Remembering, 
Celebrating, and Moving Forward – An Evening of Beautiful Struggle. An audience 
of more than 200 people consisting of a mix of local activists, students, family and 
friends attended the evening. 

 
During the evening, we had the Reverend Osagyefo Uhuru Sekou with his band 
The Holy Ghost performing music to a dancing crowd. Melina Abdullah reported 
on the early days and current issues facing the Black Lives Matter movement; Matt 
Meyer shared his perspectives on the role of international solidarity, and how 
“America has always meant White lives matter most.” The evening also included a 
poetry reading from noted transgender leader Andrea Jenkins, a dance 
performance from Brittany Williams of the Million Hoodies Movement, a powerful 
spoken word performance from UMass Amherst undergraduate Nathalie Irmer, 
and drumming from a local youth group. The incomparable Sonia Sanchez, though 
unable to join us for the evening event as originally scheduled, did participate 
fully in the opening of the weekend, weaving a web of yarn and words as we 
introduced ourselves to one another. Upon the invitation of Sister Sanchez, 
renowned Afro-Caribbean feminist Gloria Joseph (life partner of Audre Lorde and 
author of The Wind is Spirit: The Life, Love, and Legacy of Audre Lorde) was in 
attendance for the entire evening event and part of the retreat as well. 

 

The Retreat Results 
 

The retreat was collectively evaluated as a great success and empowering 
experience by the participants (a formal evaluation was completed by all 
participants). Personal connections were formed, long lists of questions, problems 
and possible actions and strategies were collected. 

 
It was a common understanding that this kind of systematic focus on an 
intergenerational and intersectional dialogue on strategies was unique and would 
not have happened without this retreat providing the space for it. 

 
This was possible due to a combination of factors: the focused time of a full 
weekend away from organizing work where all practical matters were taken care 
of; the well-prepared and skillfully facilitated retreat process; the combination of 
participants who reflected a diversity of movement experiences, racial belongings 
and political positions; that all participants were dialogue-oriented and 
networking persons, more interested in building bridges and listening than in 
rigid repetition of old positions. 

 
 

Budget Issues 
 

The total cost was $18, 000. The main expenditure was the lodging (at the campus 
hotel) and catering, totally close to 9, 000, while travel costs were 6, 000. The main 
contributions came from UMass Amherst, where RSI granted 11, 500 and the 
Provost 5, 000. Small contributions were given by the AJ Muste Memorial 
Institute, and by in-kind travel subsidies provided by a number of organizations 
affiliated with one or another of the participants. 
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Appendix 

 
1) The Call to the participants 
2) Retreat program 
3) Poster for the public cultural event 
4) List of participants 
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1. 
A REDEMPTION SONG 

CALLING YOU TO DISCUSS THE WAY FORWARD 
 

“How to tell you of peace? Change? Hope? Of racial and sexual and 

economic injustice? Of an America rising up out of an aristocracy of death. 

An aristocracy of slavery. Racism. An aristocracy of color. An aristocracy 

of corporate greed? An America that made Langston Hughes write: ‘We 

the people must redeem our lands and make America, America again.’”— 

Sonia Sanchez (SOS, 2014, p. 243) 

 

Black Lives Matter is a new and hopeful part of the Black Liberation Movement. It 

continues the struggle that began in the face of the coffles, the barracoons, and the 

slave ships of the Maafa, through to the Civil War of the1860s, down to the 

movement for civil and human rights in the 1960s. After more than one year of the 

resilience and struggle that the people of Ferguson, Baltimore, New York, and 

elsewhere, have shown, we feel it is an urgent time to reflect on both the experiences 

of previous struggles and the challenges that lay ahead. What are the major lessons we 

can learn from previous movements and from the new generation of fighters for 

freedom and justice? How can those lessons be operationalized to make today’s 



8  

movement more effective; that is to say, to “redeem our lands” and win our shared 

goals for a better world? 

 

On behalf of the W.E.B. DuBois Department of Afro-American Studies and the 

Resistance Studies Initiative at UMass Amherst, and in conjunction with Matt Meyer 

of the War Resisters League and We Have Not Been Moved, we are pleased to invite 

you to campus for a special Black Lives Matter strategic leadership conversation. We 

will gather from March 25-27, 2016, beginning and ending with public events open to 

the entire Western Massachusetts progressive community. 

 

We are hoping that the space we can offer at UMass Amherst, in pulling together a 

weekend conversation of Strategy development for the Black Lives Matter Movement, 

can provide an opportunity for lead organizers throughout the country to dialogue on 

strategies and tactics, to evaluate ongoing campaigns and future plans. We hope that 

together, a multigenerational grouping (including some white allies) can successfully 

discuss how best to build grit – to sustain the movement, and to increase its 

effectiveness – to create lasting social change. 

 

We are hoping that you can be a central part of this work, by both attending the 

internal sessions and being a part of the public events to be held during our time 

together. The main public event would take place on the evening of Saturday, March 

26, 2016, and Sister Sonia Sanchez has agreed to be the keynote speaker. We can 

discuss the details of housing as soon as you confirm that you will join us. We will 

also go into more specifics in the coming weeks. We therefore look forward to 

hearing from you and working towards making these plans a change-making reality. 

 

In revolutionary solidarity and beloved community, 

Amilcar Shabazz, Office of the Chancellor; Stellan Vinthagen, Resistance Studies 

Initiative 

amilcarshabazz@gmail.com stellan.vinthagen@gmail.com 

mailto:amilcarshabazz@gmail.com
mailto:stellan.vinthagen@gmail.com
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2. Retreat Program 
Date/Time Title Description 
Friday 3/25 
TBD 

Arrivals Hotel check-ins 

Friday 3/25 
Evening 

June Jordan 
Celebration 

 

   
Saturday, 3/26 
8-9AM 

Breakfast ? 

Saturday, 3/26 
9-10:45am 

Session I 
Opening the Space 

Opening the space grounded with our collective intentions, this 
session will set the tone for our gathering. Using ritual 
participants will have the opportunity to connect with one 
another and craft the space required to build together 
throughout the weekend. 

Saturday, 3/26 
11:00- 
12:45pm 

 
Session II 

Learning & Listening 

In small groups participants will learn/share more about each 
other’s work and reveal the assumptions/misperceptions about 
each other’s work. This time will give space for deeper 
connections and help to map for the larger group where we are 
coming from individually and collectively. 

Saturday, 3/26 
12:45-2:45pm 

Lunch Time for conversation with reflective conversation with key 
questions. This time is also intended to be a break and a space 
for participants to connect as needed with responsibilities away 
from the gathering. 

Saturday, 3/26 
2:45 – 4:30pm 

Session III 
Facing the Challenges 

What kind of movement are we trying to build? The afternoon 
is dedicated to drawing connections within the movement: 

Intersectional Relationships & Intersectionality 
Leadership (Black Women, LGBTQI) 
Connecting Movements  and History 
Healing/Living Spiritually 

Saturday, 3/26 
4:30-5pm 

Session IV 
Closing 

This time is to reflect briefly on the day and begin to set 
intentions the next day 

Saturday, 3/26 
?? 

Dinner  

Saturday, 3/26 
7pm 

Event  

   
Sunday, 3/27 
8-9am 

Breakfast  

Sunday, 3/27 
9-12:30pm 

Session V Looking to the future 

Sunday, 3/27 
12:30-3pm 

Session VI 
Final Lunch 

Breaking Bread: Communing 
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 4. FINAL PARTICIPANT LIST (* connotes Planning Committee member) 
1. Sonia Sanchez, incomparable poet (PA) ✓

2. Dr. Gloria Joseph (St. Croix) ✓

3. Rev. Osagyefo Sekou, activist/theologian (MO) ✓

4. Talylor Payne, Truth Telling Project (MO) ✓

5. Ebony Williams, Ferguson Front Lines (MO) ✓

6. Josh Odam, USSA People of African Descent (UMass/A, MA) ✓* 

7. Jasmine Bertrand-Haliday (Umass/A, MA) ✓* 

8. Melina Abdulah, BLM, Cal.State LA (CA) ✓

9. Natalie Jeffers, Matters of the Earth (UK) ✓* 

10. Leslie Mac, Ferguson Response Network (MI) ✓* 

11. Signe Harriday, Million Artists Movement (MN) ✓* 

12. Anthony Grimes, Fellowship of Reconciliation (C0) ✓

13. Mandy Carter, Southerners on New Ground (NC) ✓

14. Brittany Williams, Million Hoodies (NY) ✓

15. Dequi Kioni-Sadiki, Malcolm X Commemoration Committee (NY) ✓

16. Sekou Odinga, Panther 21, former political prisoner (NY) ✓

17. Mogadishu/Norman Coward, NE Regional Political Prisoner Coalition (NY) ✓

18. Zoharrah Simmons, original SNCC, the Elders (FL) ✓

19. Clare Bayard, Catalyst/Anne Braden Project, War Resisters League (CA) ✓

20. Carla Wallace, Standing Up for Racial Justice (SURJ) Kentucky (KY) ✓

21. Gretchen Honnold, Fellowship of Reconciliation (MD) ✓

22. Mark Lance, Georgetown U/Peace & Justice Studies Association (DC) ✓

23. Sean Chabot, Sociology & Justice Studies, EWU (WA) ✓

24. Dara Silverman, SURJ National Executive Director (NY) ✓

25. Andrea Jenkins, trans oral historian (MN) ✓

26. Jay-Marie Hill, artist/activist member of the Holy Ghost (MO) ✓

27. Rose Brewer, Black-Left Unity Network (MN) ✓

28. Akinyele Umoja, MXGM (GA) ✓

29. Carmen Perez, Gathering for Justice, NYC Justice League (NY) ✓

30. Rachel Gilmer, Dream Defenders (FL) ✓

31. Naima Moore-Turner (DC) ✓

32. Dhoruba of the Holy Ghost (MO) ✓

33. Mori Hitchcock, Juniata BLM undergraduate (PA) ✓

34. Darrin Williams, Juniata BLM undergraduate (PA) ✓

35. April Renee Goggans, BLM DMV (DC) ✓

36. Quinn Rallins, BLM DMV (DC) ✓

37. Agustin Lao Montes (PR, MA) ✓

38. Donna Murch (NJ) ✓

39. Arthur Romano (VA) ✓

40. David Ragland, Truth Telling Project (MO/PA) ✓* 

41. Amilcar Shabazz, WEB DuBois Afro-Am Studies/Amherst (MA) ✓* 

42. Stellan Vinthagen, Resistance Studies Initiative/Amherst (MA) ✓* 

46. Matt Meyer, War Resisters International; IPRA (NY) ✓* 

 
In addition, Hema (Amherst undergrad), Debbie (Amherst staff), Will Hood (Matters of the 
Earth U.K. media person), and several additional members of The Holy Ghost were around 
during our time together. The closing luncheon also included several additional students, 
community members and original SNCC elders, who were with us only for that activity. 
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