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INTRODUCTION: A MASTERPIECE
OF POSTCOLONIAL LITERATURE

First  published  in  1966,  Season  of
Migration  to  the  North  by  the
Sudanese novelist  Tayeb Salih remains
one of the most profound and haunting
works of 20th-century Arabic literature.
Often hailed as the most important Arab
novel  of  the  modern  era,  the  book
explores  the  tangled  relationships

between the colonized and the colonizer,
East and West, tradition and modernity.
Its  narrative—complex,  layered,  and
deeply  psychological—resonates  with
readers  worldwide,  offering  a  timeless
meditation on identity,  power,  and the
violent  consequences  of  cultural
collision.  In  this  comprehensive article,
we  will  delve  into  the  plot,  themes,
characters,  and  enduring  legacy  of
Season of  Migration to  the North,
revealing why it continues to captivate
audiences  more  than  five  decades  after
its publication.
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PLOT OVERVIEW: A TALE OF TWO
MIGRATIONS

The novel  is  narrated by an unnamed
Sudanese man who returns to his small
village  on  the  Nile  after  studying  in
Europe for seven years. He is eager to
reconnect  with  his  roots  and  his
community.  But  he  quickly  discovers
that  the  village  is  haunted  by  the
enigmatic presence of Mustafa Sa'eed, a
man  who  has  a l so  spen t  yea rs
abroad—in  England—and  who  carries
with  him  a  dark  and  tragic  past.
Mustafa  Sa'eed  is  the  central  figure  of
Season of Migration to the North. He
is  a  brilliant,  charismatic  Sudanese
intellectual  who  seduces  and  destroys
several English women in London during
the  1920s  and  1930s.  His  story  is

recounted in fragments: through his own
confession to the narrator, through the
whispers  of  the  villagers,  and  through
the legal documents of his notorious trial
for murder. The novel shifts between the
narrator’s present life in the Sudanese
village  and Mustafa’s  past  in  England,
creating  a  dense,  non-linear  structure
that mirrors the fractured identities of its
characters.
The  narrator  becomes  obsessed  with
understanding  Mustafa  Sa'eed,  who
appears as both a cautionary tale and a
dark double. As he pieces together the
story, he is forced to confront his own
ambivalent  relationship  with  the
West—and  with  himself.  The  novel
culminates in a series of tragic events
that blur the boundaries between reality
and myth, madness and clarity.
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THEMES THAT DEFINE SEASON
OF MIGRATION TO THE NORTH

Colonialism and
Its Aftermath
At  its  core,  Season of  Migration to
the  North  is  a  powerful  critique  of
c o l o n i a l i s m  a n d  i t s  l i n g e r i n g
psychological effects. The novel does not
present  the  colonial  encounter  as  a
simple binary of  oppressor and victim.
Instead,  Tayeb  Salih  shows  how  both
sides are deformed by the relationship.
Mustafa  Sa'eed’s  conquests  of  English
women  are  a  violent  reversal  of  the
colonial  narrative:  he  seduces  and
dominates  the  daughters  of  the  very

empire that conquered Sudan. His acts
are both a rebellion and a form of self-
destruction,  illustrating  how  colonial
violence is internalized and reproduced.
The novel also examines the inability of
the  colonized  subject  to  ever  fully
belong.  Mustafa  Sa'eed  becomes  a
successful academic in London, but he
remains an exotic object, a "trophy" for
the Western women who desire him. He
is never seen as a whole human being.
This  theme  resonates  deeply  with
readers  from  postcolonial  societies
grappling  with  questions  of  hybridity,
alienation, and belonging.



4

4 Season Of Migration To The North 2023-08-04

Identity and
Duality
Throughout  Season  of  Migration  to
the North, characters struggle with split
identities. Mustafa Sa'eed embodies this
dua l i ty :  he  i s  bo th  a  charming
intellectual  and  a  cold,  calculating
predator.  He is  a  man who can recite
English  poetry  but  also  cl ings  to
Sudanese folk  tales.  The narrator,  too,
struggles  to  reconcile  his  Western
education with his traditional upbringing.
He  fee ls  l ike  a  st ranger  in  both
worlds—neither  fully  African  nor  fully
European.
Salih masterfully uses the motif of masks
and  mirrors  to  explore  this  theme.

Mustafa Sa'eed wears many masks: the
scholar,  the  lover,  the  murderer,  the
farmer.  The  narrator  must  peel  these
layers  away  to  find  the  truth,  only  to
realize that the truth is as ambiguous as
the  man  himself.  This  exploration  of
fractured  identity  makes  the  novel
deeply  relevant  in  a  globalized  world
where many people feel caught between
cultures.

Gender and
Power
The  novel’s  portrayal  of  women  is
complex  and  often  unsettling.  The
English  women  in  Mustafa  Sa'eed’s
l i fe—Isabe l la  Seymour ,  She i la
Greenwood,  Ann  Hammond,  and
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especially Jean Morris—are drawn to him
with  a  kind  of  fatal  obsession.  Their
desire  is  intertwined  with  notions  of
racial  exoticism  and  colonial  power.
Mustafa Sa'eed, in turn, objectifies them
and  uses  sex  as  a  weapon.  The
relationships are toxic, rooted in mutual
exploitation.
But  Salih  does  not  let  women remain
mere symbols. Jean Morris, in particular,
emerges as a tragic figure who seeks to
destroy and be destroyed. She exposes
the hollow core of Mustafa’s power. The
novel  thus  raises  uncomfortable
questions about agency, desire, and the
ways in  which patriarchal  and colonial
structures warp human intimacy.

Myth and Reality
Salih weaves Sudanese folklore and oral
tradition  into  the  fabric  of  Season of
Migration  to  the  North.  The  village
elder,  Wad  Rayyes,  represents  a
traditional,  earthy  worldview,  while
Mustafa  Sa'eed  embodies  modern,
Western knowledge. The novel blurs the
line between myth and reality, especially
in  its  haunting  final  scenes,  where  the
narrator descends into a phantasmagoric
darkness on the Nile, unsure whether he
is drowning or being reborn.
This blending of myth and reality serves
to  critique  the  Western  rationalist
tradition,  suggesting  that  the  world
cannot  be  understood  through  logic
a lone .  The  nove l ’ s  amb iguous
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ending—which  many  critics  debate  to
this  day—forces  readers  to  sit  with
uncertainty,  much  like  the  narrator
himself.

CHARACTER STUDIES: THE HEART
OF THE NOVEL

Mustafa Sa'eed
Mustafa  Sa'eed  is  one  of  literature’s
most  enigmatic  characters.  He  is  a
brilliant  student  who  excels  at  every
institution  he  attends,  from  Gordon
College in Khartoum to the University of
Oxford.  He  becomes  a  celebrated
economist,  lecturer,  and  writer.  Yet
underneath the veneer of success lies a
deep  well  of  rage  and  nihilism.  He
describes himself as a “lie,” a creation of

the  colonial  system.  His  relationships
with women are performances, designed
to entrap and humiliate. At his trial for
murder, he delivers a speech that is part
confession,  part  accusation,  and  part
performance—leaving  the  court
uncertain whether he is mad or simply
triumphant.
Some critics  see  Mustafa  Sa'eed  as  a
tragic hero, a victim of history who turns
the tools  of  the colonizer  back on the
colonizer. Others see him as a monster,
a  misogynist  who  destroys  innocent
lives.  Salih  deliberately  leaves  this
judgment  open.  What  is  clear  is  that
Mustafa  Sa'eed  is  a  product  of  his
time—a man formed by the violence of
colonialism, and as such, he cannot be
understood outside that context.
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The Narrator
The  unnamed  narrator  serves  as  the
reader’s  surrogate.  He  is  educated,
thoughtful,  and  eager  to  heal  the
wounds of his past. He stands in contrast
to  Mustafa  Sa'eed:  he  is  cautious,
community-oriented, and seeks balance.
Yet  the  novel  suggests  that  he  is  not
immune to the same temptations. In the
climactic  scene,  the  narrator  is  drawn
into Mustafa Sa'eed’s abandoned room
and discovers a secret that pushes him
to the brink. His journey is one of self-
discovery;  by  understanding  Mustafa
Sa'eed, he must also understand his own
repressed desires and fears.

Secondary
Characters
The  village  community—the  narrator’s
grandfather,  Wad  Rayyes,  and  other
elders—represents  tradition,  resilience,
and  an  earthy  wisdom.  They  are  not
naive;  they  understand  the  human
heart’s  darkness.  Wad Rayyes pursues
young women with a relentless, almost
comic libido, but he also embodies the
ancient  values  of  the  Ni le.  Their
presence anchors the novel, providing a
counterpoint  to  the  surreal  drama  of
Mustafa Sa'eed’s past.

LITERARY STYLE AND
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SYMBOLISM

Salih’s  prose in Season of Migration
to  the  North  is  lyrical,  dense,  and
deeply evocative. The novel’s sentences
are long and flowing,  reminiscent  of  the
Nile itself. He uses extensive symbolism:
the river represents both life and death,
continuity  and  change.  The  north
(Europe) represents coldness, rationality,
and  destruction;  the  south  (Sudan)
represents warmth, passion, and life. But
these binaries are subverted throughout
the  novel,  showing  that  such  neat
categorizations  are  false.
The novel also uses intertextuality, most
notably  with  Joseph  Conrad’s  Heart  of
Darkness. Salih is in dialogue with that
classic colonialist narrative but reverses
its  trajectory:  instead  of  a  European

journeying into the “heart of darkness”
in  Africa,  an  African  journeys  into  the
“heart of darkness” in Europe. Yet Salih
rejects  simplifications;  his  novel
suggests  that  darkness  lies  within  the
human  heart  itself,  regardless  of
geography.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
INFLUENCE

Upon its publication in Arabic in 1966,
Season  of  Migration  to  the  North
was  immediately  recognized  as  a
masterpiece.  It  was  translated  into
English by Denys Johnson-Davies in 1969
and has since been translated into more
than 20 languages. The novel has been
lauded for its daring narrative structure,
i ts  psychological  depth,  and  i ts
unflinching  look  at  the  legacies  of
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colonialism.
It  has  been  studied  in  universities
wor ldw ide  as  a  corners tone  o f
postcolonial literature, often paired with
works  by  Chinua  Achebe,  Ngũgĩ  wa
Thiong’o,  and V.S.  Naipaul.  It  has also
been  adapted  into  film  (by  director  Ola
Balogun) and remains a touchstone for
discussions  about  Arab  identity,
migration,  and  cultural  hybridity.

WHY SEASON OF MIGRATION TO
THE NORTH MATTERS TODAY

In  an  age  of  global  migration,  rising
nationalism, and intense debates about
identity,  Salih’s  novel  is  more relevant
than ever.  It  speaks  to  the trauma of
those  who  leave  their  homelands
seeking  opportunity,  only  to  find
themselves alienated in both places. It

challenges  simplistic  narratives  about
good and evil, East and West. It forces
readers to confront uncomfortable truths
about power, desire, and violence.
Moreover, the novel’s refusal to provide
easy answers  makes it  a  rich text  for
discussion. Is Mustafa Sa'eed a freedom
fighter  or  a  monster?  Is  the  narrator’s
return to the village a redemption or an
escape? These questions have no single
answer, and that is precisely the point.
The novel invites readers to live in the
ambiguity, much like its characters do.

CONCLUSION: AN
UNFORGETTABLE JOURNEY

Season of Migration to the North is
n o t  m e r e l y  a  n o v e l ;  i t  i s  a n
experience—a descent into the depths of
the human soul.  Tayeb Salih crafted a
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work that is at once local and universal,
specific and boundless. Its exploration of
the divided self, the wounds of history,
and the search for wholeness resonates
across  cultures  and  generations.
Whether  you  are  reading  it  for  the  first
time or returning to it after many years,
the  novel’s  power  to  unsettle  and

illuminate  remains  undiminished.  It
stands as a testament to the enduring
power  of  literature  to  speak  truth  to
power, to question our assumptions, and
to  remind  us  that  identity  is  never
simple,  and  migration—whether  to  the
north  or  to  the  south—is  always  a
journey into the unknown.


