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About the Program

Engage the campus community and beyond in an

academically focused reading experience

Generate vigorous discussions and exchanges of diverse

ideas

Promote connections among students, faculty, staff,

alumni, and the wider community

Tap into and promote the intellectual resources of the

campus

Promote educational initiatives and learning outcomes

Bridge learning experiences inside and outside the

classroom

The University of Wisconsin–Madison invites you to

participate in its common book program, Go Big Read. An

initiative of the Chancellor’s Office, the program will engage

members of the campus community and beyond in a shared,

academically focused reading experience. Students, faculty,

staff, and community members are invited to participate by

reading the book, and taking part in classroom discussions

and campus events.

This shared reading experience is designed to:



How the Word is Passed: A Reckoning with the History of Slavery Across America
By Clint Smith

Beginning in his hometown of New Orleans, Clint Smith leads the reader on
an unforgettable tour of monuments and landmarks—those that are honest
about the past and those that are not—that offer an intergenerational story
of how slavery has been central in shaping our nation’s collective history, and
ourselves.

It is the story of the Monticello Plantation in Virginia, the estate where
Thomas Jefferson wrote letters espousing the urgent need for liberty while
enslaving more than four hundred people. It is the story of the Whitney
Plantation, one of the only former plantations devoted to preserving the
experience of the enslaved people whose lives and work sustained it. It is the
story of Angola, a former plantation-turned-maximum-security prison in
Louisiana that is filled with Black men who work across the 18,000-acre land
for virtually no pay. And it is the story of Blandford Cemetery, the final
resting place of tens of thousands of Confederate soldiers.

A deeply researched and transporting exploration of the legacy of slavery
and its imprint on centuries of American history, How the Word Is Passed
illustrates how some of our country’s most essential stories are hidden in
plain view—whether in places we might drive by on our way to work, holidays
such as Juneteenth, or entire neighborhoods like downtown Manhattan,
where the brutal history of the trade in enslaved men, women, and children
has been deeply imprinted.

Informed by scholarship and brought to life by the story of people living
today, Smith’s debut work of nonfiction is a landmark of reflection and insight
that offers a new understanding of the hopeful role that memory and history
can play in making sense of our country and how it has come to be.

About the Book



Themes

Learn more
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Discover resources to support readers in developing an
understanding of the issues addressed in the book,

including many on the UW-campus:

Explore themes and issues related to How the Word is
Passed in more depth through articles posted on the Go Big

read blog:

gobigread.wisc.edu/resources

gobigread.wisc.edu/news



Discussion Questions
Who do you think the author had in mind when writing

this book? What might the author hope a reader gains

from this book? 

Following Reconstruction-era efforts to build an

integrated society, Jim Crow laws were created

throughout the South. How did these laws recodify

Black American second-class citizenship? In the absence

of Jim Crow laws, what laws and practices in the North

reinforced white supremacy and racial hierarchy? What

are their legacies?

Different perspectives on racism are presented through

conversations between Smith and other visitors and

tourists. Why might these perspectives be presented

like this? In what ways has racism been explained away

throughout history? What impact does this have on

current perceptions of historical events?

How does the enslavement and the treatment of

Indigenous Peoples in the United States intersect with

the history of African slavery? Where do you see the

connections between these histories? 



Discussion Questions

In speaking of people’s misconceptions of slavery and

the slave trade, Clint Smith states, “They do not see the

faces. They cannot picture the hands. They do not hear

the fear, or the laughter” (p. 26). How does the book

guide an understanding of the slave trade away from the

abstract and towards the every day reality? How does it

show us the humanity of enslaved people?

In the chapter on Gorée Island, Educator Hasan Kane

says the phrase, "White sugar means Black misery" (p.

260), highlighting the way slavery, colonialism, and

capitalism are interconnected. What does he mean by

this? How does Damaras Obi’s tour of New York City

reinforce this connection? 

“The miseducation of the mind and hidden history”
(p. 80) are two prominent themes in the book’s
discussions about education. What could Ibrahima
Seck have meant by this? What examples are given
throughout the book to support his statement?



How do internal perceptions impact the way individuals

process major historical events? How can these

perceptions impact the way current events are recorded

and how future generations understand history?

How does the author address the idea that power

impacts whose history is recorded, how, by whom, and

how or if it’s told? (p. 291)

How can monuments, landmarks, and “sites of memory

and reckoning” address “the problem of the memory of

slavery” (p. 252), specifically the gaps of our knowledge

and understanding of slavery’s reality and

legacy/impact? How did sites and historical interpreters

and researchers get creative when informing visitors

about the past?

What feelings or reactions did you experience while

reading this book?

Discussion Questions

Additional discussion questions are available from the
Little, Brown and Company Reading Group Guides. 



Sponsors

Contact us

@GoBigRead

 facebook.com/gobigread

gobigread@library.wisc.edu

An Evening with Clint Smith 

November 1, 2022:
7:00-8:30pm
Memorial Union Theater 

No tickets required; Live webstream available

Keynote Event

Photo Credit: Calvin Gavion 

The Go Big Read program is sponsored by the Office of the Chancellor. The

program is also sponsored by, Center for the First-Year Experience, Center

for Humanities, Distinguished Lecture Series, Division of Enrollment

Management, Division of Student Life, Madison Public Library, Morgridge

Center for Public Service, Office of the Vice Provost for Teaching &

Learning, Public History Project, University Communications, University

Housing, UW–Madison Libraries, Wisconsin Alumni Association, Wisconsin

Book Festival, Wisconsin Union Directorate

For book discussions and events
throughout the academic year:

gobigread.wisc.edu/events


