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Introduction 
In his famous work Orientalism from 1978, professor Edward Said presents a colonial 

discourse built on binaries. Colonial discourse is based on the idea that the 

“Orient”/the Other is fundamentally different from the “Occident”/the Self.  In 

colonial discourse, the Other has been described as childish, irrational and depraved. 

In contrast, the Self/Occident, has been described as rational, mature, normal and 

virtuous (Said 40). Further, the Other has been discursively linked to other groups 

within European societies, such as the poor, women, children, people with mental 

issues and criminals.  Subsequently, a tradition is inherited that claims whiteness and 

white masculinity to connote higher intellect than non-whiteness and femininity. In 

such a tradition of ideas the white functions as a link between the non-white and 

enlightenment; the so-called white man’s burden. 

	  
In Vladimir Nabokov’s novel Lolita (1955), the Self is unquestionably the narrator 

Humbert. The entire novel (apart from the preface) is told from his unchallenged 

perspective. However, that does not necessarily mean that other characters have to be 

the Other. Lolita was published the same year that Rosa Parks made history by 

resisting the racial segregation on a bus, an act that became illustrative for the rise of 

the Black Power movement and civil rights movement. Lolita was also published in 

the USA the same year as senator Sam Ervin Jr. drafted “the Southern Manifesto” in 

defence for Jim Crow, which was supported by 101 of 128 members of Congress 

(Alexander 37). Although originating in an era and a nation characterized by intense 

racism, Lolita is not obviously a novel about race. Yet the othering of Dolores Haze 

can be read as part of a colonial discourse that is familiar to the reader and helps 

facilitate their excusal of and identification with Humbert Humbert. 
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The subsequent analysis of colonial discourse in Lolita will be divided into 

four parts. First I will investigate how colonial discourses created room for inhumane 

acts against the colonial subject by linguistically reducing them to less human than the 

coloniser. I will then look into the presence of renaming as a colonial execution of 

power. After that I will explore the colonizer as a history writer and their interpretive 

prerogatives and how the discourse Self/Other facilitates a reader/narrator alliance, 

which positions the reader as part of the interpretive prerogative function. Finally I 

will use this critical background to explain why Dolores Haze came to be the 

character understood as the sexual deviant and not Humbert Humbert. I will use this 

crtical background to explain why. 

1.1 A brief background on Nabokov 

Vladimir Nabokov, born 1899 into a wealthy Russian family soon developed an 

interest in wildlife and especially butterflies (EWB). The interest in butterflies grew 

stronger and Nabokov became an expert and later the curator of lepidoptery at the 

Museum of Comparative Zoology at Harvard (Allen). Nabokov wrote the novel Lolita 

during one of the yearly butterfly investigation that he undertook with his wife Véra 

in North America (Allen; Wayne). Although finished in 1954 Lolita was not 

published until a year later. Publishing houses were hesitant to accept a novel of 

pedophilic nature. French publisher Olympia who first released Lolita was mainly 

publishing pornographic literature at the time (Brand; Pifer 3). During the writing 

process of Lolita, Nabokov was a professor of Russian literature at Cornell University 

in Ithaca, N.Y. His novel was first published in USA in 1958 where it was an 

immediate success. It received positive reviews, praising its humor, in leading papers 
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such as The New York Times and The Atlantic Monthly. The reviewer of the latter 

magazine, Charles Rolo, stated that “It is one of the funniest serious novels I have 

ever read” (1).  

Nabokov fled both the Russian revolution and later World War II. His 

migrations took him through Europe to the US and then back to Europe. He died in 

1977 in Switzerland. However, migration also caused him to travel from extreme 

wealth in pre-revolutionary Russia to poverty and aid-reliance for survival in Berlin 

back to  wealth after Lolita had its success in America (Boyd 3). 

1.2 A literature review 

A search for “Nabokov” and “Lolita” results in 682 hits in the MLA database. The 

earliest scholarly work found in the database dates back to 1957 and the year span 

with most published articles is 2000-2009. Early work on Lolita focused on aesthetic 

aspects of the novel, such as Robert W. Uphaus article “Nabokov's Kunstlerroman: 

Portrait of the Artist as a Dying Man“ from 1967. In addition, there was also a genre 

of Lolita criticism that focused on the humor, such as in G. D. Josipovici’s article 

“Lolita: Parody and the Pursuit of Beauty” from 1964 and “Lolita: The Springboard 

of Parody” by Alfred Appel, Jr. from 1967. Although the novel’s moral aspects were 

discussed in Appel’s article and a few additional ones from the same era, these 

focused on the subject “art or pornography” rather than than tried to understand the 

position of Dolores Haze. In her article “Lolita is Dolores Haze: The ‘real’ child and 

the ‘real’ body in Lolita” Anika Susan Quayle argues that the 1980s and 90s marked a 

new era in Lolita criticism since focus was shifted from the formal and aesthetic 

aspects of the novel to the moral and ethical ones (1). In the book Vladimir Nabokov's 

Lolita: A Casebook, Ellen Pifer too points out that the themes for analysis in Lolita 
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changed in the 1980s and 90s towards a more ethical focus. She explains the change 

of focus by a change in the public debate regarding child-abuse (10). Since the 1980s 

a wide range of Lolita criticism and analyses have emerged and central for this 

present essay are the ones that focus on the hierarchical position of Dolores Haze in 

relation to both Humbert and/or society. Additionally, other interesting aspects have 

been written about, which will also generate a wider understanding of the postcolonial 

analysis. Elizabeth Patnoe’s article “Discourse, Ideology, and Hegemony: The Double 

Dramas in and around Lolita” is one example. Patnoe discusses at the problematic 

nature of teaching Lolita and demanding that women should discuss it as any type of 

academic finding, free from emotional bias. Experiences of sexual violence can be 

strongly personal for women. Patnoe points out the absurdity that some women who 

have written about Lolita solely prais the pleasurable aspects of reading the novel. 

However, Patnoe argues that such expressions have to be understood as a symptom of 

how academia is organized and what kind of expressions are socially accepted (116). 

 Even though women's studies and gender studies have gained strong foothold 

in academia since the time of the first publication of Lolita some literary scholars still 

focus their analyses on how Dolores Haze “mastered” Humbert and “made” him 

perform the acts he did. For example, Cody Roy states that “Lolita almost 

immediately recognizes that Humbert is absolutely incapable of not loving her, and 

she constantly exploits this situation through various forms of manipulation” (91). 

However, Roy’s opinion can be considered a little outdated, considering that other 

articles contemporary to his have acknowledged that Dolores Haze is a child who is 

captivated by Humbert and who has also been almost fully deprived a voice of her 

own in the narrative. Work that has echoed the latter view includes the 

aforementioned articles by Quayle and Patnoe, as well as “Sentimentality, Desire, and 
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Aestheticism in Lolita” by Kevin Ohi and “Dolores Haze becomes Humbert's "Lolita" 

by James Tweedie. In articles that take a feminist approach gender hierarchies are 

studied (Ryan 131). Although many scholars have examined Lolita from a gender 

perspective, acknowledging the gender, class and age hierarchies in the novel, a 

postcolonial approach, which also examines hierarchies, is notably absent from the 

Lolita criticism. 

 Postcolonial literary studies can take two approaches: either they study the 

work of writers whose narratives are set in a colonial context or they study colonial 

discourses (Ryan 194). My approach to Lolita will be the latter of the two, a focus on 

discourse, a discourse solely controlled by Humbert.  

Language is undoubtedly important for mankind. David Gonzalez Nieto, states 

that “the human being cannot exist without communicating; eliminating the 

possibility of communication from the human spirit entails removing its humanity” 

(231). However, during the colonial processes this elimination was a fact; the 

colonizing nations banned indigenous languages from schools and governmental 

offices (Léglise & Migge, 6). During the time that is nowadays referred to as the 

colonial era a way to earn greater social status was to become fluent in the language 

of the colonizer (Fanon, Black Skin 1-2). In his famous work from 1952, Black Skin 

White Masks, Frantz Fanon presents his theories on how language and colonisation 

interplay. Fanon’s central assumption is that “[a] man who possesses a language 

possesses as an indirect consequence the world expressed and implied by this 

language.” (Black Skin 2).  

Furthermore, Fanon claims that the white man works as a mystifier but also 

mystifies himself (Black Skin, 200). Examples of the mystification of the colonized 

include how the colonized “is reduced to the state of an animal. And consequently, 
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when the colonist speaks of the colonized he uses zoological terms.” (The Wretched 

7). The zoological approach to the colonized is discursively manifested in the usage 

of words such as “native”, “savage”, “negro”, “towelhead” which indicates that the 

Other is less human than the Self/Colonizer (Fanon, The Wretched 5, 6, 7; Said, 40, 

108). Said further claims that Westerners’ disproportionate consumption of the total 

amount of global resources reveals that “a white middle-class Westerner believes it is 

his human prerogative not only to manage the nonwhite world but also to own it, just 

because by definition ‘it’ is not quite as human as ‘we’ are” (108).  

The world is not a fixed reality but rather many realities coexisting. However, 

in the colonial narrative a strategy to control the power is to only allow one reality, a 

fixed realty to which the colonized have to adapt (Nieto). Homi K. Bhabha states in 

The Location of Culture that  

	  
An important feature of colonial discourse is its dependence on the 

concept of ‘Fixity’ in the ideological construction of otherness. Fixity, 

as the sign of cultural/historical/racial difference in the discourse of 

colonialism, is a paradoxical mode of representation; it connotes 

rigidity and an unchanging order as well as disorder, degeneracy and 

daemonic repetition. Likewise the stereotype, which is its major 

discursive strategy, is a form of knowledge and identification that 

vacillates between what is ‘always in place’, already known, and 

something that must be anxiously repeated (94-95).   

 

Further, Bhabha uses the term I/Eye to explain the Self’s position of seeing, and being 

the master over the Other’s abject thinghood (Mercer 176-177). Nieto links this 

concept of fixed reality to modern day America and an ongoing discourse around the 
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notion that the English language is threatened in US by other languages such as 

Spanish. Nieto argues: 

	  
The real reasons for such inexplicable promotion and protection of an 

evidently strong, healthy, and beautiful language such as English in the 

United States and everywhere else, have to be found in an inherent 

racist discourse that strives to qualify white Anglo-protestant values as 

the only American culture, defined in terms of a “unifying, dynamic, 

cosmopolitan culture,” in opposition to the supposed invasion of ethnic 

groups, which are “separatist, atavistic, changeless, and exclusive”. 

(236) 

	  
The above quote shows common ground with the theories of Said presented in the 

introduction, namely how the Other discursively is linked to groups within the same 

community: 

	  
The Oriental was linked thus to elements in Western society 

(delinquents, the insane, women, the poor) having in common an 

identity best described as lamentably alien. Orientals were rarely seen 

or looked at; they were seen through, analyzed not as citizens, or even 

people, but as problems to be solved or confined or—as the colonial 

powers openly coveted their territory—taken over  (207) 

	  
Said further finds that Orientalism was an “exclusively male province” (207). Fanon 

remarks that “I have found in many writers: intellectual alienation is a creation of 

bourgeois society” (Black Skin 199). Literature professor Greg Thomas, who has 

written the comprehensive work The Sexual Demon of Colonial Power, argues that 
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patriarchy is a Western construction. Thomas further claims that Western capitalist 

interests were keen on implementing patriarchy as a way of civilizing Africa. Yet, 

matriarchy has to be understood not as oppositional to patriarchy; that women would 

hold all decisional power but rather that “women’s social institutions, kinship 

organizations, popular culture, and spiritual power” had greater status (Thomas 19). 

In addition, the white bourgeoisie stood as a role model for “normal” sexuality 

(Thomas 23). To understand the academization sexuality underwent in Europe during 

the early 1900s, one needs to understand the Self as a desiring creature (Thomas 3): 

“sexuality is academically, analytically coded to mean what colonizers do to 

themselves for pleasure, not what they do to the colonized for purposes of pain, 

pleasure, or politics” (40). The interpretive prerogative of West that permeates 

colonial discourse and proceeding also permeates what is considered “normal” 

sexuality and as a contrast to “normal sexuality” stands “beastial” and “savage” 

sexuality which in colonial discourse is projected on black persons (Thomas 7, 83) 

2.1 Analysis 

Firstly, how can we understand that many critics have failed to see the inhumane 

treatment and horrifying abuse that Dolores undergoes in Lolita? How can there even 

exist a discussion about the aesthetic aspects of a text about the abuse and rape of a 

child?  Why has not every reader's sympathy been with Dolores? 

In the book Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita: A Casebook, edited by Ellen Pifer, 

Pifer states that “Lolita offers readers, among other things, a fascinating 

demonstration of the way that Humbert Humbert's own "creative fancy" –what we 

may more bluntly call his obsessed imagination– transforms the twelve-year-old 

American kid, Dolores Haze, into the bewitching nymphet” (9). Pifer further explains 
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that Nabokov invented the word “nymphet” and that it is to be understood as someone 

only half human (9). One commonly quoted passage from Lolita is that “Lolita had 

been safely solipsized” (Nabokov 51). The word “solipsized” derives from solipsism, 

which in Humbert’s context could be understood as that Dolores it put in a state of 

disassociation, trapped in her self and her own mind. James Tweedie instead discusses 

how discourse in Lolita safely textualizes Dolores:  

	  
Dolores Haze becomes Humbert's "Lolita" only when safely 

textualized, when Humbert formulates a word –nymphet– to signify 

her difference; and he tries not to acknowledge any relation between 

that signifier and a being herself –namely, Dolores Haze–choosing 

instead a world of free-footing language in an equally liberated 

narrative structure. (159)  

	  
In the framework of the free-footing language and liberated narrative structure 

Humbert also explains that not only is Dolores Haze a sub-human creature, he himself 

has a special expertise in regards to this “creature”, he is a “nympholept” described as 

“we who are in the know, we lone voyagers, we nympholepts” (11). According to 

Fanon “a colonized people is not just a dominated people” (The Wretched 182). A 

people can be dominated but still considered human, although a colonized people is 

considered subhuman by their colonizers (The Wretched 182). Further, in a colonial 

discourse, the colonized subject is reduced to the state of an animal (The Wretched 7). 

Humbert can be noted to use such zoological terms and approach when explaining 

Eva Rosen as a 

	  
displaced little person from France, [who] was on the other hand a 

good example of a not strikingly beautiful child revealing to the 
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perspicacious amateur some of the basic elements of nymphet charm, 

such as a perfect pubescent figure and lingering eyes and high 

cheekbones. Her glossy copper hair had Lolita's silkiness, and the 

features of her delicate milky-white face with pink lips and silverfish 

eyelashes were less foxy than those of her likes — the great clan of 

intra-racial redheads (168) 

	  
Humbert describes Eva in a way comparable to a zoological text about a dog breed or 

any other kind of animal. He compartmentalizes her body into defining elements of 

her categorical being: her kind: a “nymphet”. The reader learns that a “nymphet” is 

possessable, Humbert refers to Dolores both as his “pet” (38, 42, 106, 132, 140, 144, 

151, 207, 209) and as “my nymphet” (39, 43, 46, 67, 109, 115). She is not the subject 

Dolores Haze but rather an object in Humbert’s life. 

Secondly, in accordance with his ownership of Dolores, Humbert renames her. 

Her given name, signifying “pain” in Spanish, is the one name he does not call her. 

Instead he uses primarily Lolita, but also Lo, Dolly and Little Haze among other. 

Tweedie finds that in “Humbert's narrative only the moniker "Lolita" acquires any 

value as referent, while her other names remain foreign currency” (165). Renaming 

can be seen as an execution of power in the colonized nations, where the colonizer’s 

language was installed as the language of state affairs and political power, excluding 

those who did not speak that language from understanding the new society’s structure 

(Léglise & Migge 5-6). Renaming was also part of the process of remapping the 

colonized territories, giving nations and cities new names. In addition, the execution 

of power through renaming of individuals was also evident in transatlantic slavery: 
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That slaves were seldom allowed even the right to name themselves 

and their progeny says much about Africans’ inferior position in a 

society indelibly shaped by European racist condescension. Slaves 

recognized the humiliation implicit in the names that they were given. 

When freedom afforded them the opportunity to name themselves, 

slave names became almost entirely extinct (Burnard 326) 

	  
Dolores’ life after Humbert is marked by her using a new name, Dolly Schiller, which 

cannot be solely explained by her marriage, since she also changes her first name. Yet 

Dolly is one of the names that Humbert used, although not as frequently as Lolita. 

Dolly is also the name that Dolores uses with her friends and at school. Humbert 

explains her many names as “She was Lo, plain Lo, in the morning, standing four feet 

ten in one sock. She was Lola in slacks. She was Dolly at school. She was Dolores on 

the dotted line. But in my arms she was always Lolita” (4). One understanding of the 

name Dolly is that it was the name Dolores used when having a social life 

independent from Humbert, when she was not possessed by him.  

To understand the importance of renaming in a colonial proceeding one needs 

to consider the linguistic power manifested in remapping, renaming and redefining 

what the colonizer found and observed and further the occluded space reserved for 

what they did not see. The colonizers’/The Self’s (or with Bhabha’s terminology 

I/eye) utter disrespect for the value of people, places, historical events (amongst other 

things) that had not been named and defined by them. The coloniszer (The Self/I/eye) 

as a history writer and in a position of giving significance excludes what they do not 

grasp or find fitting in their narrative. Further, what has not been given significance 

by a history writer, documented in the language of academia (or any other language 

considered “trustworthy”) falls off the radar, and cannot be referred to in any political 
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debate, academic writing or other interlocution resulting in a redistribution of power. 

Fanon states that the “colonist makes history and he knows it.” (The Wretched 15). 

Humbert shows much awareness of his role as a history writer and he seemingly 

never questions the public or professional interest in his story. He keeps addressing 

the reader, as a person and as a professional, throughout the novel. Of these multiple 

times of directly addressing the reader, one example is “It may interest physiologists 

to learn, at this point, that I have the ability — a most singular case, I presume —  of 

shedding torrents of tears throughout the other tempest” (184) where Humbert 

addresses physiologists in the plural in the assumption that his writing would be read 

by multiple of them. It is indicated numerous times that a psychologist or 

psychologists would be interested in studying his “case”. Yet Humbert also addresses 

the reader as someone very similar to himself “I now warn the reader not to mock me 

and my mental daze. It is easy for him and me to decipher now a past destiny (187) 

and “My brief acquaintance with her started a train of thought that may seem pretty 

obvious to the reader who knows the ropes” (18). Early on in the story Humbert not 

only communicates that he is in a position of defining (the term “nymphet” is 

introduced at page 11) but also that the reader understands him: “Knowing me by 

now, the reader can easily imagine how dusty and hot I got, trying to catch a glimpse 

of nymphets” (26). To add credibility to his story Humbert explains himself to be 

educated man (9-10). After describing himself as someone with a career within 

academia Humbert returns to the reader as someone learned (41, 49, 119, 147). This 

might be seen as strengthening the bonds with the reader (they are both learned) and 

increases the gulf between the reader-narrator alliance and Dolores (“lo (she was not 

interested but the reader may be)” (187)). The subject Dolores Haze has little space in 

the narration, she is not part of the Self, although the possessed version of her has a 
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role in the Self’s life. Humbert appears to see no value in the person Dolores Haze but 

only in his possessed version of her, named Lolita. As a reader, we have no way of 

knowing Dolores’ feelings or thoughts, we do not know her as a subject; instead we 

learn to know her as “a pet”, a “nymphet”, someone half-human and that is what the 

name Lolita resembles.  

Thirdly, the colonizer functions as a history writer and the one with the 

interpretive prerogative. In addition the discourse Self/Other facilitates a 

reader/narrator alliance, which positions the reader as part of the interpretive 

prerogative function. In Lolita, Dolores scarcely gets a voice of her own, which has 

led to a theme of moral critique in the scholarship. That is the function of interpretive 

prerogative which Humbert adopts by solely telling the story with himself in focus 

(Quayle 3). One of the core concepts of colonial discourse, the binary opposition 

between the Self and the Other, is manifested in Dolores’ silence throughout the 

novel. Bhabha finds that 

	  
The Other is cited, quoted, framed, illuminated, ceased in shot/reverse-

shot strategy of serial enlightenment. Narrative and cultural politics of 

difference become the closed circle of interpretation. The other loses 

its power to signify, to negate, to initiate its historic desire, to establish 

its own institutional and oppositional discourse (46) 

	  
Dolores is quoted and described, but always from a position of observed subject, 

through the zoological/anthropological lens of Humbert Humbert. Peter L. McLaren 

finds that “subjects of the anthropologist's gaze rarely assume their appointed roles 

and places, and where unconventional alliances can be made between descriptions 

and meanings” (272). Further, Bhabha states that for “identification, identity is never 
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a priori, nor a finished product; it is only ever the problematic process of access to an 

image of totality” (73). In the narrative of Lolita, Dolores is there (she is quoted, 

described, defined) but she is also very absent (she does not narrate, we do not get 

firsthand access to her feelings and thoughts). Both McLaren and Bhabha describe 

this type of “regime of truth” as a hierarchized way of narration with its roots in 

colonial discourse. Bhabha describes the colonized subject as upholding a “partial 

presence” in colonial discourse. The “partial presence” he defines as both 

“incomplete” and “virtual” (123). The cause for this discursive regime of visibility, 

claims Bhabha, liess in “the bind of knowledge and fantasy, power and pleasure” 

(115). Because colonial discourse produces the Other, a social reality very different 

from the Self, yet entirely knowable, the colonized subject, the Other, cannot be 

apprehended without the invisibility that constitutes it (67,101). Yet some critics 

neglect to see the historical precedent of a European male with an academic career 

assured in his interpretive prerogative and producing a narration using a hegemonic 

discourse of signification. Instead these critics, noting the partial presence of Dolores, 

suggests that Dolores only exists to Humbert as a projection of his imagination (of a 

nymphet or of Annabel). However, Quayle’s main point is that previous research has 

been blind to the fact that Humbert shows awareness of the real Dolores and her 

feelings, that she is not a mere projection of his fantasy. However, Humbert is not 

specifically interested in Dolores personality or feelings. Instead, Quayle states 

	  
The truth is that Humbert is obsessed with Lolita’s body: with using 

her body for sex, and with what he sees as the beauty of her child’s 

body – which is, after all, the reason why it is her body that he wishes 

to make use of, when so many other, adult, bodies are willingly offered 

to him. And this is why it is Lolita’s physical attractiveness, rather than 
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her resemblance to Annabel or to a literary character, or her status as a 

demonic nymphet, that is continually returned to, emphasized, and 

lingered upon in the novel (16) 

	  
What Quayle fails to address is that Humbert not only “wishes to make use” of 

Dolores body, he wants to possess it and he captivates her and makes her totally 

dependent on him. The ultimate difference between Dolores and “other, adult, bodies 

willingly offered to him” is not about bodily looks but rather that she is a child, she is 

possessable and dependent. Humbert describes an attraction to her total dependence 

on him, which is ultimately manifested in a legal dependency (something Humbert 

reflects on if he dares to claim):  

	  
Humbert Humbert, a brand-new American citizen of obscure European 

origin, had taken no steps toward becoming the legal guardian of his 

dead wife's daughter (twelve years and seven months old). Would I 

ever dare take those steps? I could not repress a shiver whenever I 

imagined my nudity hemmed in by mysterious statutes in the merciless 

glare of the Common Law. (91-92) 

	  
Humbert seems not only to desire Dolores’ body, he seems to desire a full ownership 

of her, dreaming of an ownership declared legal, which is also manifested in the 

multiple times he addresses the reader as a member of “the jury” whom he wants to 

understand (and approve) his acts. Humbert normalizes the possession and kidnapping 

of Dolores by moving the focus of questioning towards if she has a good enough time 

during captivity rather than the morality of the captivity itself: “I itemize these sunny 

nothings mainly to prove to my judges that I did everything in my power to give my 

Lolita a really good time” (143). Nabokov declared that he got the inspiration to write 
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Lolita from observing an ape in a cage (277). The theme of captivity and how it 

affects Dolores Haze is examined by Ohi: “The pathos is reminiscent of Nabokov’s 

caged ape; Lolita’s pain is all the more poignant for communicating nothing but the 

incommunicable extravagance of its suffering” (167). Furthermore, Dolores, like the 

ape, could only see the cage, not what was behind its bars. Ohi discusses how the 

reader can identify with Humbert: 

 

If the language of Lolita scandalizes, the scandal derives, most simply, 

from its refusal to be univocal; Humbert’s disruption of sincerity 

troubles because child abuse panics take as axiomatic a homology 

linking sincere utterance to the autonomy violated by abuse; in this 

context, linguistic complexity is indistinguishable from abuse. The 

innocent child protects us from language’s power to deceive; a child 

not divided from itself by desire makes possible imagining speech— 

and hence a subject— identical to itself. (161) 

	  
Desire not only divides Dolores from herself, it is, according to Thomas, to be 

understood as what the colonizer do to himself for pleasure that desire is encoded 

within an acting subject, that it is racialized as white (3). Tamir-Ghez states that 

"[w]hat enraged or at least disquieted most readers and critics was the fact that they 

found themselves unwittingly accepting, even sharing, the feelings of Humbert 

Humbert" (17). We have already examined how Humbert creates a reader-narrator 

alliance by addressing the reader with respect and someone like (yet slightly better 

than) him. Although Humbert initiates the alliance with the reader long before he 

reveals the nature of his encounters with Dolores he returns to the likeness and 

understanding between himself and the reader: 
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I want my learned readers to participate in the scene I am about to 

replay; I want them to examine its every detail and see for themselves 

how careful, how chaste, the whole wine-sweet event is if viewed with 

what my lawyer has called, in a private talk we have had, "impartial 

sympathy" (49) 

	  
Why would the reader direct their “impartial sympathy” towards Humbert and not 

Dolores? One understanding is that the reader immediately identifies with Humbert. 

Yet to understand the scope of self-identification we also have to understand the 

scope of othering. As the novel progresses, Dolores as a person begins to occupy 

more space compared to Dolores as a “nymphet”, a voiceless creature. Some critics 

use this progression of the character Dolores as a counter-argument to the argument 

that Dolores only exists in Humbert's fantasy, because fantasy would not rebel.  

Bhabha states that one key aspect of colonial narrative is that it “employs a 

regime of truth, that is structurally similar to realism” (101). However, colonial 

discourse is built on stereotypical signification, which Bhabha finds both 

polymorphous and perverse: “[The black] is the embodiment of rampant sexuality and 

yet innocent as a child; he [sic] is mystical, primitive, simple-minded and yet the most 

worldly and accomplished liar, and manipulator of social force” (118). When Dolores 

starts to rebel against her captivity her reactions are perceived by Humbert (and 

therefore described) as illegitimate and illogical: “whereupon Lo treated me to one of 

those furious harangues of hers where entreaty and insult, self-assertion and double 

talk, vicious vulgarity and childish despair, were interwoven in an exasperating 

semblance of logic” (152). Said finds that the Other was consistently described as 

characterized by its perceived “eccentricity, its backwardness, its silent indifference, 
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its feminine penetrability, its supine malleability” in colonial discourse (203). Sais 

finding can be considered in regard to Humbert’s description of Dolores rebellion. 

That Humbert is the narrator of Lolita is clear. What seem to be less clear among 

many critics is why the readers direct their “impartial sympathy” towards Humbert (as 

he suggests us to do). What Ohi refers to as a “linguistic complexity [that] is 

indistinguishable from abuse” (161) may appear complex, yet penetrable with the 

discourse-theories on othering. Humbert upholds a number of hegemonic markers; he 

has a career in academia, he masters the English language, he is a European male, 

among others. Further, he invites the reader to join an alliance with him. The option 

for the reader, to instead ally with Dolores, also means to ally with other groups 

discursively linked to the Other, including the mentally ill, the underclass and the 

colonized people. These are groups traditionally excluded from all types of execution 

of power, including academia. It is not hard to understand why many readers and 

critics have chosen not to turn down Humberts offer of an alliance with him, since 

turning it down would include turning down the Self. 

Fourthly, why did Dolores Haze and not Humbert come to be considered the 

sexual deviant in Lolita? Thomas states that although desire is racialized as white, 

whites still resemble the sophisticated expressions of sexuality because of the colonial 

opposition “mind and body (mind over body)” (83). A white man is understood as to 

possess such as level of rationality that he can master his desire (Thomas 7). In her 

literature review on Lolita, Quayle finds that previous researchers claim that Dolores 

is partly guilty in Humbert’s behavior: 

	  
For example, Dana Brand describes Lolita as “a little girl as vulgar, 

energetic, flirtatious, seemingly innocent and yet manipulative as the 

American commercial environment” (15) 
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Quayle does not label this as victim-blaming but rather as a “surprising” viewpoint to 

hold in modern times (15). Patnoe explains that the narration is misleading in places: 

Humbert leads the reader away from the misogyny by moving the responsibility for 

his actions to Dolores. Yet, states Patnoe “[b]y imposing this sexual responsibility and 

fault on females, they [those imposing the responsibility] deem us unnatural, evil for 

having any sexuality, and, if we are young, doubly deviant, however developmentally 

appropriate our sexuality is” (113). I argue that Patnoe misses that Humbert does not 

impose the sexual responsibility on any female but on a “nymphet”, a half-human 

“creature”. Critics who do not question the narrative discourse may too impose the 

sexual responsibility on this “creature” which has discursive resemblance to the 

Other. 

 In the narration, responsibility is put on Dolores for Humbert’s actions as if 

they were equal in their interactions: 

	  
As if to see whether I had my fill and learned the lesson, she drew 

away and surveyed me. Her cheekbones were flushed, her full underlip 

glistened, my dissolution was near. All at once, with a burst of rough 

glee (the sign of the nymphet!), she put her mouth to my ear — but for 

quite a while my mind could not separate into words the hot thunder of 

her whisper, and she laughed, and brushed the hair off her face, and 

tried again, and gradually the odd sense of living in a brand new, mad 

new dream world, where everything was permissible, came over me as 

I realized what she was suggesting (118) 

	  
In the above section Humbert portrays Dolores as someone mastering the erotic 

interaction between them. Yet even Humbert recalls that she is a child and he an 
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adult, by quoting her as to have said “’You mean,’ she persisted, now kneeling above 

me, ‘you never did it when you were a kid?’” (118). Another example of how 

Humbert presents Dolores as an equal is to be found when Humbert threatens Dolores 

to make her keep silent about their situation:  

	  
I stopped restraining my voice, and we continued yelling at each other, 

and she said, unprintable things. She said she loathed me. She made 

monstrous faces at me, inflating her cheeks and producing a diabolical 

plopping sound. She said I had attempted to violate her several times 

when I was her mother's roomer. She said she was sure I had murdered 

her mother. She said she would sleep with the very first fellow who 

asked her and I could do nothing about it (182) 

	  
Yet there are signs of the very unequal nature of their relation to each other in the 

same section: “I held her by her knobby wrist and she kept turning and twisting it this 

way and that, surreptitiously trying to find a weak point so as to wrench herself free at 

a favorable moment, but I held her quite hard and in fact hurt her rather badly“ (182). 

The narration generates a discourse within Lolita in which molesting and raping 

Dolores Haze is not comparable to molesting and raping any person because Dolores 

is a “nymphet”, only half human (Pifer 9). According to Humbert, a nymphet is “the 

little deadly demon among the wholesome children; she stands unrecognized by them 

and unconscious herself of her fantastic power” (12). Humbert does not only ascribe 

the child power but a demonic power, which can be read as a power greater than 

human power. In this discourse Humbert’s actions are to be read as actions towards a 

demonic sub-human, not an ordinary child. 
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Humbert describes Dolores as “vulgar” numerous times, which is also to 

ascribe her the attributes of an adult (Nabokov, 37, 56, 104, 128, 146, 151, 181). Yet 

without a corresponding external discourse the internal logic of Lolita would likely 

make so little sense that the reader would see through it, dismiss it as insane or 

socially deviant. However, there are numerous accounts and examples of how readers 

have not seen through the narrative logic of Lolita. One example is how “Lolita” has 

become a sexualized epithet describing women who dress childlike or can be 

perceived as seductive (Patnoe 113). Patnoe asks the questions “Why didn't the Lolita 

myth evolve in a way that more accurately reflects Nabokov's Lolita? Why isn't the 

definition of "Lolita" "a molested adolescent girl" instead of a "seductive" one?" 

(113). Postcolonial criticism offers a means of understanding the discursive 

resemblance between the narrative logic and the reader's prior understanding and 

preconceptions of “normal”. Thomas states that: 

	  
The entire history of our African presence in American captivity lays 

bare a raw sexual terror that defines the cult of white supremacy here 

and elsewhere. Whether we think of the ceaseless assault on Black 

family existence, the obscene hysterics of apartheid lynching, the 

physical violations of direct and indirect colonization, or the 

sadomasochistic torture of formal enslavement and its transoceanic 

trade in flesh, we see that the rule of Europe has assumed a notably 

erotic form (18) 

	  
Colonial discourse paved the way to normalizing the terror against people of colour 

(Said 31-49). Within this discourse, Thomas finds that the “Man of Reason claims to 

master the world of sensuality in which primitives are said to dwell” (7) and further 
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that there is a “negotiation of responsibility, the slave master legitimized his own role 

as the responsible agent acting on behalf of the irresponsible” (Wynter quoted in 

Thomas 60). Humbert takes on the role of the moral authority and judge in Dolores's 

life: “I also decided that anything was better for Lo than the demoralizing idleness in 

which she lived” (153). However since Dolores is described as having demonic 

powers, his role as moral gaurdian is challenged: 

	  
I am now faced with the distasteful task of recording a definite drop in 

Lolita's morals. If her share in the ardors she kindled had never 

amounted to much, neither had pure lucre ever come to the fore. But I 

was weak, I was not wise, my school-girl nymphet had me in thrall. 

With the human element dwindling, the passion, the tenderness, and 

the torture only increased; and of this she took advantage (162) 

	  
Instead of understanding Dolores’ counterposition to Humbert as something very 

normal within human interaction, Humbert describes it as something defining for her 

categorical being; a “nymphet”. Further, he leads the reader to understand any counter 

position Dolores takes as a threat, not only to Humbert’s viewpoint but as in this 

example a threat to “morals” in general. Fanon finds that: 

	  
The “native” [sic] is declared impervious to ethics, representing not 

only the absence of values but also the negation of values. He is, dare 

we say it, the enemy of values. In other words, absolute evil. [...] [A] 

corrupting element, distorting everything which involves aesthetics or 

morals (The Wretched 6) 
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To understand how Dolores is othered in the narrative we have to consider how 

Humbert refers to himself as a man of aesthetics, reason and values. Quayle finds that 

Humbert uses art and an artistic discourse to legitimize the sexual abuse of Dolores 

(2). Humbert declares that the reader should “take down the following important 

remark: the artist in me has been given the upper hand over the gentleman” (62) and 

that “It is not the artistic aptitudes that are secondary sexual characters as some shams 

and shamans have said; it is the other way around: sex is but the ancilla of art” (232). 

An erotic relationship between a child and an adult is not considered normal sexuality 

since normal sexuality is considered as a white bourgeois sexuality, which produces a 

“civilized” family, based on the notion “that there are two universal sexes or genders 

which climax in one heteroerotic (or homoerotic) human sexuality” (Thomas 74-75). 

To understand why Dolores Haze came to be the character in Lolita that later 

signified the sexual deviant one has to consider that a “normal”, “civilized” "white 

family of the West is identified as a miniature of the colonialist nation” (87). 

Potentially, the reader of Lolita can identify that the erotic interaction between 

Humbert and Dolores is something other than the culturally perceived “normal” 

sexuality, that it is “wrong”. Yet, Humbert is strongly linked to qualities and 

characteristics discursively linked to the Self whilst Dolores is discursively linked to 

qualities and characteristics found in the Other. Ohi states that “self-identity is at 

stake in the constant imperative in abuse discourse” (161). In consequence, for a 

reader to deem Humbert as the one responsible for the “abnormal” and “wrongful” 

erotics one needs to judge the Self guilty of this.  
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3.1 Conclusion 
Lolita is not commonly described as a novel about racism. Yet it is a novel about 

abuse, violence, re-naming, domination, controlling and dislocating a person from 

their voice, history and family, which does have resemblances with a colonial 

proceeding and its racist aftermath. Further, Lolita is part of the American literary 

canon, taught in schools and universities. To read and to analyze Lolita without 

“emotional bias” is to show that you are educated, intelligent, and aware of the 

“good” literature (Patnoe 113-116). Patnoe argues that men and women without 

experience of rape and sexual violence easily can engage in the literary discussions 

about Lolita that exist in academia yet women who have suffered sexual violence are 

excluded (116-117). However, the literary discussion and claim for un-emotional 

response to Lolita, likely not only excludes those who have suffered sexual violence, 

but also anyone who has painful memories or feelings about abuse, violence, re-

naming, domination, controlling and dislocating a person from their voice, history and 

family. Although as a result of the hegemonic color-divisions upon which Western 

society is organized, people of color are more likely to have personal experiences of 

the themes in Lolita, which in the end leads the people furthest from Dolores reality to 

academically discuss her as a sexual and social deviant. 

 Colonial discourse has been and is the academization of racism. It paved way 

for colonialism and it is still manifest. As poet and rapper Akala puts it “So when a 

Jamaican or Asians misbehavin' of course it's because of their skin. Blonde hair kills a 

million people, that’s just him” (“Fire in the Booth” 2). Although Fanon pathologized 

racism within the scheme of psychology, the same people who did not condemn Jim 

Crow or who appreciate Lolita for its aesthetics were/are not commonly considered 

mentally unstable or socially deviant, as we can tell from the positions they held in 
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society (senators, congressmen, journalist, academics). The key aspect in 

understanding why they did not react in a way a person normally does when they 

witness or learn about severe abuse (that is, to become devastated, angry, sad) is that 

the subject for the abuse was othered, considered less human. Dolores Haze is 

zoologically coded a “nymphet” within the narration of Lolita. Humbert legitimizes 

his many abusive acts by describing them as something directed towards someone 

less human than the Self. He further invites the reader to form an alliance with him, to 

be part of the Self. Yet if Lolita were only a novel about sexual violence, why would 

the reader engage in an alliance with a child molester? This is because Humbert is not 

only a child molester and Dolores is not only a child, but they each also represent a 

social group associated with the same characteristics as they have within the 

narration. The internal logic of Lolita corresponds to an external, societal logic in 

which it is much more desirable and comfortable to be Humbert than to be the one 

who condemns his acts. 

 In conclusion, the result of this investigation is that the presence of colonial 

discourse facilitates the reader’s identification with Humbert rather than Dolores. Yet, 

one cannot see Lolita as a dead end of the racist-discourse-road. Because discourses 

loop, the presence of colonial discourse in Lolita reinscribes colonialism in the 

reader’s conscience and may contribute to their own administration of colonial 

perceptions. Lolita has to be considered as a building block in the segregating wall 

between speakable and unspeakable experiences, acceptable and unacceptable 

emotional responses. That a work of colonial discourse, with such abusive content, is 

considered part of the literary canon, is likely to normalize the dichotomy between the 

Self and the Other, as well as the zoological approach to the Other. The critique 

against Lolita, labeled “moral critique”, has become stuck in only analyzing gender, 
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that the novel is about a man sexually abusing a girl. Yet without an intersectional 

approach to and a political context for to the time Lolita was produced we cannot 

understand the difficult and painful feelings it evokes in some of us, feelings that go 

beyond gender and experiences of rape. 
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