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Abstract. Cultures impose various meanings and conditions on the human body often culminating into 
the multiple victimisation of marginalised groups and individuals. The imposition of power may be 
manifest in negative language, stereotypes or hate crimes, but also supports a medicalised view of 
humanity, blinding characteristics other than physiology. For instance, throughout the ages, institutional 
bias and negative language used to describe disability served to reinforce social stereotypes and prejudice 
giving rise to the practices of infanticide and eugenics, mainly to eradicate so-called “weaknesses” from 
the race. With specific reference to the disability rights movement, gay and lesbian community and 
feminism, this study explored new perspectives on the human condition seeking to demonstrate the power 
of communities to define themselves and to challenge a world shaped by societal constructions and 
hegemonic cultural practices. It was concluded that marginalised communities and individuals would be 
empowered through the celebration of hybridity through the intersection of various identities, but that 
totalising constructions of class, race, gender, sexual orientation and nationhood would render difficult 
the extent to which victimised groups and individuals may have access to information and resources. In 
order to prevent victimisation it would be therefore crucial to examine privilege and status and to 
challenge heteronormativity.   
 
Introduction 
 
The main point of departure of this discussion is that an individual can not be viewed as 
a closed system. In a landscape of social constructions, “truth,” privilege and status is 
assigned to physique in particular, leading to the victimisation of marginalised 
individuals and groups. We see for instance, the sexual abuse of street children by white 
paedophiles during apartheid South Africa, earlier legitimate practices of infanticide and 
eugenics to remove so-called “weaknesses” (individuals with disabilities) from the race, 
“message” or hate crimes against minorities, the trafficking of women, and the racially 
disproportionate number of African-American and Latino juveniles in prisons of the 
United States of America (Building Blocks for Youth, 2000; Eugenics Watch, 2000; 
Foundation of Women’s Forum, 1998; Herman, 1992; Peacock, 1994; Theron & 
Bezuidenhout, 1995).   
 
Body politics 
 
If sexuality is as Foucault argues to be a cultural product that cannot be reduced to be a 
simple extension of a biological process, then the notion of a biologically naturally born 
heterosexual could also not go unchallenged (Foucault, 1994; Spargo, 1999). 
Heterosexuality is nevertheless viewed as natural and normal sexuality despite the fact 
that homo- and heterosexuality could be viewed as opposing but interdependent 
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constructs of the same model. Each defines the other through supporting oppositions of 
inside/outside within dominant and oppositional cultures. Although oppositional and 
mutually dependant in defining itself, heterosexuality is commonly viewed as the 
acceptable and the “natural” and homosexuality as the abhorrence, thereby also 
legitimising the medicalisation, stigmatisation, or persecution of the latter (De Cecco, 
1985; Kirk & Madsen, 1989). This false dichotomy could thus be entrenched and 
sustained by hegemonic cultural practices and may furthermore, also serve to explain 
male/female polarisation as well as the ability/disability opposition and subsequent 
victimisation.  
  
With domination and supremacy as culturally energised constructs, the examination of 
elitist language would provide a useful tool for purposes of further elucidation. Consider 
the following inappropriate descriptors that perpetuate negative stereotypes and 
attitudinal barriers: 
 
“paraplegic heroes” who “struggle” to become “normal” again 
“handicapped parking” as opposed to “accessible parking”  
“the handicapped or disabled” as opposed to “people with disabilities” 
 
 Or similar questions typically posed to individuals with a homosexual orientation 
revealing the base concept that homosexuality is deviant but heterosexuality is the 
norm: 
 
What do you think caused your heterosexuality? 
When did you first decide you were heterosexual? 
Is it possible that your heterosexuality is just a phase you may outgrow? 
If you have never slept with someone of the same sex, is it possible that all you need is a 
good gay lover? 
There seems to be very few happy heterosexuals. Techniques have been developed to 
enable you to change. Have you ever considered aversion therapy? 
 
Marginalisation and identity 
 
Arriving at a meaningful individual and collective identity would be a difficult task for 
marginalised individuals and groups in societies where the dominant discourse is based 
on heteronormitivity. Not only is masculinity and femininity defined according to the 
narrow heterosexual norm and regime of “truth” but according to Gergen (1991) the 
tyrannical nature of regimes of truth sustains various structures of privilege and status.  
Myburg (2000) concurs that identity runs the risk of being overpowered by these 
normalising structures of truths.  
 
However, it would not be entirely accurate to equate identity foreclosure with a 
deterministic structural status quo. Such a perspective would not explain the aspirations 
and successes achieved by individuals, groups and communities seeking to improve 
their own marginality in defining themselves. In this regard, Andersson (2003) calls for 
an integration between micro-level hybridity or cultural studies with the deterministic 
structural approach arriving at a more multidimensional understanding of the dynamics 
of marginalisation.  But for purposes of further extrapolation, one only needs to refer to 
some advances made by feminism in its struggle for gender equality, or the self-
appropriation of derogatory labels i.e. “queer” by the gay community, or the disability 
rights’ movement asserting the right in articulating its members own collective and 
individual identity (Disability Bibliography, 2002; Jackson & Persky, 1982).  
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Asserting identity in a hetrenormative environment is therefore more than a necessary 
act of self-expression. It also refers to a defiance of fixed identities of race, ethnicity, 
class, gender and sexuality. Not much consensus exist though as to self-definition in 
relation to a dominant system of understanding and orientation that perpetuates and 
legitimises heterosexuality as the coherent and privileged form of sexuality. Within the 
limits of narrow and culturally hegemonic constructed definitions of masculinity and 
femininity, any struggle against it should quite rightly reject singular definitions. We see 
for instance on the one hand, queer theory with Foucault as exponent who has formed 
paradoxically the destabilising foundation for much work on culture and sexuality 
(Spargo, 1999), and on the other, lesbian feminism which in relation to queer theory has 
been posed by Goodloe (1994:1) as “another battle of the sexes.” This does not mean 
though that all lesbian feminists find it impossible to reconcile their perspective with 
queer theory, but it should serve as of an indicator of diversity. 
 
 Diversity and multiple victimisation 
 
It has been argued by Otalvaro-Homillosa (1999) that the subject in the developing 
world is often represented by western intellectual discourse in a context of academic 
privilege that ultimately relies on western economic domination. In this regard, global 
feminisation of labour has been cited referring to the gendered division and exploitation 
of labour of immigrant women in the United States but also by multinational 
corporations located in neocolonial Asia and South America. One could add to the list 
the trafficking of women in Southeast Asia but also sex survival in Africa, falsly 
dichotimising free will and victimisation (Barry, 1990). Though also as part of the 
Afrocentric discourse, the institution of heterosexuality resulted in counter-hegemonic 
practices due to the dichotomy it posits between European decadence and as yet pre-
colonial uncorrupted African cultures (Gayfield, 2000).  
 
Experiences of heterosexual privilege and status have been informed by nationality 
rendering homosexuality in specific, as “non-African” and a “white bourgeois” 
phenomenon (Gevisser & Cameron, 1994). Or to refer to the hate speech of president 
Robert Mugabe from Zimbabwe describing those with a lesbian or gay sexual 
orientation as “worse than dogs and pigs” (http://www.iglhr.org). But also in Asia, “the 
foreign problem of homosexuality” is listed in Korean/English and English/Korean 
dictionaries as perverted and “falling in unnatural love” (Yi, 2003).   
 
The relative autonomy and subsequent multiple victimisation inherent to the constructs 
of class, race, gender, and sexuality could therefore also function as an intrinsic part of 
nationhood. The nation state axis risks to negate: 
 
- the universal similar structural causes of crime  (Van Dijk,1996); 
- acts as a barrier to hybridity or the intersection of various identities, especially 

postcolonial and sexual identities (Otalvaro-Hormillosa (1999); and would thus   
- contribute to an unending state of victimhood.   
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Conclusion  
 
Marginalised individuals and communities would be empowered through the 
celebration of hybridity through the intersection of various identities, but totalising 
constructions of class, race, gender, sexual orientation and nationhood mask hegemonic 
cultural practices leading to injustice, oppression and marginalisation in society. In 
order to prevent marginalisation and multiple victimisation, it would be crucial to 
examine privilege and status. A fusion of horizons of enquiry and participation would 
create a new horizon, addressing pervasive cultural values central to the empowerment-
marginalisation nexus.        
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