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Introduction 

Isabel Wilkerson argues that the Great Migration, the movement of roughly six million Black 

Americans out of the South between 1915 and 1970, was a leaderless yet decisive act of 

collective self-determination that remade the country. She builds the case by following three 

people who left at different times, for different reasons, toward different cities. 

Summary 

The book traces three journeys. Ida Mae Brandon Gladney leaves Mississippi sharecropping for 

Chicago in 1937. George Swanson Starling flees Florida in 1945 after organizing citrus pickers 

and fearing for his life. Robert Joseph Pershing Foster, a surgeon, drives from Louisiana to Los 

Angeles in 1953 seeking work equal to his training. Wilkerson alternates their stories across 

decades, showing departure, the journey north or west, and the compromised freedom each 

found. 

Main claims and evidence 

Wilkerson’s central claim is that the migrants behaved like immigrants within their own country, 

making rational choices to escape caste and violence. She supports this with more than 1,200 

interviews, census data on population shifts, and historical records of lynching and Jim Crow 
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law. A second claim is that the migration was individual rather than organized, and she backs it 

by showing that her three subjects never coordinated and barely knew the movement they 

belonged to. Her evidence mixes the personal detail of long oral histories with the statistical 

scale of demographic study. 

Evaluation 

The case holds because the method matches the argument. By measuring a mass event through 

three ordinary lives, Wilkerson makes the statistics legible without reducing people to numbers. 

The main limitation is selection: three subjects cannot represent six million, and the author 

chooses figures whose stories arc cleanly. She acknowledges this and uses the broader data to 

check the individual accounts, which keeps the argument honest. 

Conclusion 

Wilkerson demonstrates that the Great Migration was both a private decision repeated millions of 

times and a force that transformed American cities, culture, and politics. The three biographies 

prove that personal courage and structural history moved together, and the evidence shows the 

migration deserves the scale she gives it. 
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