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Reading Questions: Season of Migration to the North by Tayeb Salih  
 
 

1) Both Season of Migration to the North and The Lamp of Umm Hashim depict the encounter of 
East and West (or South and North) as lived and experienced by an Arab student studying abroad.  
While certain aspects of that encounter are shared by the two novels, they depart from one 
another in a number of profound ways.  Please describe what these differences are, not merely in 
terms of their depiction, but in terms of their overall significance. (Meredith)    
 
2) In terms of Tayeb Salih’s representation of character, the novel’s narrative structure (including 
framing techniques and movement through time), narrative voice, and political/post-colonial 
content, how does this novel represent an advancement in novelistic technique over Miramar? 
(Alex)    
 
3) After hearing of Mustafa Sa’id’s drowning, the narrator relates the following: “A disturbing 
thought occurs to me that Mustafa Sa’id never happened, that he was in fact a lie, a phantom, a 
dream or a nightmare; that he had come to the people of that village one suffocatingly dark night, 
and when they opened their eyes to the sunlight he was nowhere to be seen” (Season of Migration 
to the North, p. 46). This admission on the part of the narrator suggests that he and Mustafa Sa’id 
may be, in fact, one and the same.  What further evidence does Tayeb Salih offer as to the 
possibility of this idea, and if it is true, how might it add depth and meaning to the novel? (Emily) 
 
4) How do the contents of the locked room in Mustafa Sa’id’s house illustrate the theme of 
“cultural-contact-gone-awry” that permeates this novel?  How does it influence your perception 
of Mustafa Sa’id and/or the narrator?  (Mariam)  
 
5) What do you make of Tayeb Salih’s depiction of female characters, both African and non-
African?  Do you find them to be more or less successful than Yahya Haqqi’s depiction of female 
characters in The Lamp of Umm Hashim? (Claire) 
 
6) In creating the character of Mustafa Sa’id, Tayeb Salif had the following to say: 
 

I knew that chances are the English reader of the novel will say, “This man from the 
Sudan, an Arab and a Muslim, says that we oppressed and misjudged them.” No, I didn’t 
want to do that.  I accepted all of the misconceptions of Europeans.  For example, when 
you read the books of European travelers to Africa in the nineteenth century, you find 
that they describe the African as lazy, a liar, a child who behaves like a child, an ingrate, 
and that all he cares about is sex.  I imposed all those propositions on the main character, 
but in the hope that at some point the European reader will reconsider those accusations, 
and that the Arab reader, too, will not give in to the illusion that things are clear cut; 
things are ambiguous. (Ahmad Muhammadiyya, al-Tayyib Salih: ‘abqari al-riwaya al-
‘arabiyya, 1976, p. 135). 
 

How do the ideas articulated by Tayeb Salif in this interview play out in Season of Migration to 
the North; not merely in terms of Mustafa Sa’id, but in other aspects of the novel too? (Katie)  


