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In Jay Prosser’s book, Second Skins, a book that explores "the body narratives of transsexuality," Prosser makes the distinguishment between the transsexual and transgender identity with the notion that "in contradiction to the transsexual, the transgenderist crossed the lines of gender but not those of sex" (Prosser 176). What Prosser means, in other words, is that transgender identity goes beyond the regulation of the normative understanding of sex but does not promote the physical manipulation of one’s sexed body. This distinction, interestingly enough, parallels something that is present in the different treatments of the body from the character Venus in Jennie Livingston’s film Paris Is burning (1991) and the character Sarah in J.T. LeRoy’s novel Sarah. While Venus, a Latino drag ball performers and prostitute who "passes" as a light skinned woman, wishes to change sex and become one of the "normal people," Sarah, a truck stop whore who also "passes" as a woman does not wish to change her sex, and considers herself to be quite "normal." However, despite their different views, both characters encounter something horrifying in their lives. For Venus, it is her death, and for Sarah, it is the lost of her penis, both caused by heterosexual violence. Because of their similar tragic experiences, one may ask, "what is, then, the point of finding the difference between the two characters? And how their differences, in particularly, the difference between their views on the body matters? Isn’t this distinguishment just another one of those theoretical points that has nothing to do with our lives?" As I would like to argue, the understanding of the difference between Venus’ and Sarah’s views on the body has great importance in our understanding of heterosexual violence and its prevention.

While it is up to one's will to decide what his, her, or "hir" identity should be in a society, there are given conditions that one cannot escape. Both Venus and Sarah are conditioned to and influenced by the particular familial, economical, and social environment they encounter. Venus, as a young Latino who runs away from home because of her family's dislike toward her transsexual tendencies, has nothing to say about her family other than that "I didn’t want to embarrass them, so I ran away."

 However, as she searches on the street, she finds her true family, a family that she feels that she belongs. This new family is one of the drag ball houses called Xtraveganza. In her first encounter with the "mother" of the house, she describes, "it was the first time Victor, the mother of the house, took me to the village. At there she threw a party for me…and it was the first time I saw the drag queens…I didn’t believe they were men…they were so beautiful." As a result of Venus’ immediate connection to the drag queens, she tells the camera, "I sunk it into my head when I saw the beautiful drag queens." For the first time, Venus finds a direction in her life. But behind this sense of belonging, the direction she finds is nevertheless, as her death suggests, conditioned to something dangerous. What she identifies herself with and looks up to is in fact, a group of people who cannot express themselves outside the "hegemonic constraint," which as Butler argues, creates the result of "an embodiment of norms, a reiteration of norms, an impersonation of a racial and class norm" (Butler 129). What Butler means is that behind the seemingly happy and satisfying life of drag queen performances, Venus is really getting herself entangled in a culture that simply imitates the culture of the heterosexual straight people, those people who either have social or economical status in the society. Therefore, the nature of drag ball performances, the center of drag queen lives, is in a sense a reinforcement of the oppressed social and economical status of the drag queen community. In other words, Venus's becoming of a drag queen shapes and constrains her desire in a way that she does not even realize.

However, different from Venus, Sarah experiences something different. Sarah has an attachment to her "original family," namely, the family consists of herself and another girl whom she borrows her name from. Although it is not clear whether this "real" Sarah is really the biological mother of Sarah, she is in fact a mother figure in Sarah’s mind: " ‘She’s my mother,’ Sarah says" (12). This "mother" that Sarah looks up to is a prostitute who does not have a sense of the values that a traditional "mother" has. What she teaches Sarah is how to survive in their given economical and social condition. With this kind of attitude, Sarah learns the conception that "girls have more cubby holes to hide things in, she'd say, shoving cigarette packs down my dress and into my empty bra and cold wet chopped meat into my panties"(10). Because of her mother’s influence, Sarah adopts an utilitarian view of the human body, a view that is fundamentally different from what Venus learns from the drag performances. Instead of viewing the body as an entity in which defines and regulates the expression of the self, Sarah describes that the body, to her, is merely a mean to an end, not an end in itself: "most anything you want in this world is easier when you're a pretty girl" (11). Clearly, what Sarah goes after is not the "pretty girl" but the "easier life."

 Besides the influence from Sarah’s "mother," the social environment that nourishes Sarah also reinforces the same utilitarian view of the human body. Most apparently, as Glad ETC, the "CEO" of the truck stop whores whom Sarah works for, tells Sarah that "what a man looks for in a boy is a lot different than what he looks for in my boy-girls" (12), Sarah learns that her sexuality, namely, the male body with the female soul, is not something shameful as it would have been viewed in the straight culture. It has, in its own right, a value and an appropriate social existence. Furthermore, Sundae, a lot lizard just like Sarah, also tells Sarah, "you’d be surprised by how many football players want a cheerleader with cock" (18). Again, in Sarah’s particular social environment, she is being educated by the view that the transsexual body is not, as Venus learns in the drag queen community, an "abnormal" existence in which one must seek its legitimacy from the imitative process of duplicating and approximating the norm. It is rather, in its own right, something valuable and socially acceptable without the consideration of its normative status in the straight world.

 With the different influences from their familial and social environment, Venus’ and Sarah’s desire also undergo fundamental changes. To Venus, she wants to finds her feminine soul through the possession of a female body. She expresses it to the camera,"I don’t feel that there’s anything mannish about me except what I might have between me down there. I guess that’s why I want my sex change, to make myself complete." It is not surprising that Venus views her body as a hindrance to the actualization of her desire. First, as an abandoned child, it is probably her body that she first blames and feels guilty for; then, as she becomes a drag queen, it is again, her body that she views as "inappropriate" for her feminine soul. She even expresses explicitly that she wants to remove her penis so she can become a complete woman. In her mind, it is only through the sex change she can escape from the feeling of "inappropriateness," the feeling that there is a female soul trapped inside the male body.

 However, Sarah, on the other hand, finds her feminine soul in becoming "the best lot lizard that there is" (17). In other words, she wants to become a successful prostitute with a penis. It is also not surprising that Sarah does not have the emphasis on the "inappropriateness" of the body that Venus does. From the utilitarian view of the body that her "mother" and "bosses" teach her, she does not feel her feminine soul being imprisonment by her male body. Although occasionally she realizes that she is "hiding in the shadows [of her penis], she nevertheless manage to use the clicking sound of her "magic stiletto heels" to "click away all evils," and she feels like the "mysterious girl whom she views as "a comic book hero" (11). As the passage shows, even with the realization of her physical difference to a female, Sarah still can maintain her view that the body does not constitute her desire. Psychoanalytically, as I would argue, the body only confirms her idealization of herself as a cross-gender lot lizard whom she feels comfortable to be. Again, in contrast to Venus, what Sarah possesses but Venus does not is the accepting and self-legitimizing of the male body.

 Thus far, as I have examined the familial and social factors that stimulate the formation of Venus’ and Sarah’s view of the body, and Venus and Sarah’s actual respond to those stimulus, there is still a lack of the understanding of the causes of Venus and Sarah’s response to their environmental stimuli. The question that remain unanswered is: "what exactly is the discursive process that lead to the formation of their views?" Therefore, in the next portion of this paper, I will investigate the underlying mechanism of Venus’ and Sarah’s discourses with their cultural environment. Through this investigation, we can then gain a better understanding of why Venus and Sarah chooses their views and how the external factors either limit or liberate their desires.

 The cultural environment that Venus resides in, as projected through Livingston’s camera, is rich in visual symbolism. Different kinds of visual symbols are visible from daily life details such as the name brands stickers on the display windows of 5th avenue stores to the more significant events such as bringing home the tall golden trophies after a night of performances at the drag ball. Simply, in Venus’ world, everything is designed and modified to attract people’s visual attention. In this visually intensive culture, Venus' conception of the body is also being affected. First, the body become visually conceptualized. It turns into a persuasive image. By persuasive I means that when Venus sees her penis, she does not only recognize it for its shape, color, and orientation as mere information, she also recognizes it in the context of all other visual knowledge she has about the human body, namely, the female body. Thus, it is unavoidable for Venus to realize the difference between her body and the female body. Now, using the persuasiveness of visual distinguishment between male and female, the predominant heterosexual culture ties the visual image of the penis and vagina to the meaning of "mannishness" and "womanishness." As a victim of this heterosexual signification of the material body, Venus also become a participant in assigning the heterosexual meaning of the penis to her own. As a result of this assignment of heterosexual meaning of the body, she recognize her body as a contradiction to her feminine. To her, the penis remains as the "mannish" part of her and will forever remind her of the inappropriateness of her body, however, until she surgically removes it from her body.

 Unlike Venus, the culture environment of Dove's Diner, where Sarah belongs, is rich in sensual feelings. For example, one of the symbolic objects that relate Sarah and her mother is the bubble bath soap. It connects Sarah and her mother through its sensational effect and spiritual meaning. Sarah describes, "I could smell the baby power scent of her bubble bath and felt excited to come home after a long night of trucker lovin' and deserve my soak just like she did" (4). As the passage shows, the texture and the pleasant smell of the bubble bath are not only a physical relief but also a symbolism of the purification. It erases sins and brings back innocence.

As truck stop whores, sexual sensation also functions as a form of social connections. It is the medium in which they communicate and express personal knowledge. In fact, in Dove’s Diner, one’s ability to create pleasant sexual sensations has the social function of determining the amount of wisdom one possess. For this reason, Glad, the owner of Dove’s Diner, possesses a high social status because she knows more sex tips than anybody else. The sex tips, or the ways of generating sexual sensations to the client, become central to the structuring of the social life in Dove’ Diner. It beautifully connects the professional life and social life in the whore community in Sarah’s world.

 Since the knowledge of sexual sensation functions as the measurement of one’s wisdom and social status in the truck whore community, the meaning of the body is also understood through its sensational aspect, namely, the feeling of the skin. Unlike the visual interpretation of the body in Venus’ world, the feeling of the skin does not need cultural symbolism as a medium. It directly informs the mind about what the body experiences. In other words, the bodily experience does not "speak a language" as visual signs do. Even when one tries to use language to express a feeling or a sensation, it is usually assumed that the language only approximates what the person means. In other words, the feeling that is interpreted through the word is deviated through the using of words. Feelings are greater than the literal meaning that the words signify. In the case of Glad’s teaching to Sarah, Sarah understands that Glad cannot help her to "develop the second sight." Instead, she must learn from her own bodily experience as Pie reminds her, "it’s your job to figure out [what her client needs]" (17). Therefore, just as the true meaning of Glad and Pie’s words remain to be their own experiences and only accessible to themselves, Sarah’s understanding of her body remains to be hers. Whether it is Sarah trying to understand Glad and Pie or others trying to understand Sarah, the language they use is only secondary. It does not signify anything about the experience unless one actually experiences it. For this reason, language (and the cultural norm that it contains) does not affect Sarah’s understanding of her body. The meaning of her body remain to be understood through her experience of the body. Sarah’s feminine soul, unlike Venus’, transcendent beyond her male body and the symbolic meaning it contains. This transcendental effect of feelings, namely, the feeling of the body that Sarah experiences allows her to avoid conceptualize her penis as a hindrance to her desire.

 To this point, I have shown that Sarah’s desire to express her feminine soul is not hindered by her conception of the body. But my explanations are still not enough for arguing that Sarah can liberate her desire because a crucial point has been left out. This crucial point is that Sarah still cannot escape from the violence of heterosexual norm. The fact is, her own perspective on how the body should be viewed does not affect how the sexists and some of the straight people view the body. While I accept the fact that Sarah is still a subject to heterosexual violence, I would like to show, in the rest section of the paper, that Sarah’s understanding of her body, in a subtle way, helps her to fight against the heterosexual norm.

First, let’s consider the outcome of Venus’ conception of the body as she confronts the heterosexual norm. As explained earlier, Venus’ conception of the body is a direct result of her discourse with the heterosexual norm, namely, the discourse that resulted in her rejection to her biological family and her self-identification with the drag queen community. Throughout her process of finding the place she belongs, Venus inevitably has to use the "heterosexual norm" to define her own transsexual "abnormality." She has no choice of generating a language of her own, a language that does not utilize the heterosexual norm. Butler explains Venus’ process of self-identification as the "rearticulation of sex." As she points out, this kind of self-identification makes it impossible for Venus to realize her own existence as something acceptable in society (Butler 132). She is doomed to feel something "wrong" about her body. So she must, as she understands, work extremely hard to earn the money for changing her body into what it "should be." However, this desire to change her body already embodied the notion of "abnormality," an embodiment that forms a natural barrier between her material self (i.e. social, economical, sexual) and her ideal self (which is again, constituted by the normative ideology). The only way for her to cross the barrier is through an "imitative" process–performitivity. This performitivity allows her to pass "as a woman." But tragically, as a result of her passing "as a woman," she confronts the heterosexual norm represented by the client who killed her. Her death, as a fact, again shows her trying to escape from her abnormal social existence as merely an reiteration of her abnormality. Tragically, it is her own perception of the body and the "phantasmaic" hope of finding the "real Venus" pushes her back into the loop in which cage her in the situation of vulnerability.

 Similar to Venus, Sarah’s confrontation with the world of Three Crouches also reiterates the conception of the body that Sarah adopts. But what ultimately sets her apart from Venus is that the reiteration of her conception of the body does not depend on the heterosexual norm (therefore, does not reidealizes the heterosexual norm). As Venus’ death suggests, in order to reidealize the heterosexual norm, Venus has to first recognize her sexual identity as that already constituted by the heterosexual norm. In other words, she has to first believe in the abnormality of her body. This assumption, however, is not present in Sarah’s conception of the body. She does not visualize the penis as a symbol of male sexuality nor does she identifies herself with the female symbol of vagina. To her, the meaning of the body is beyond symbolization, therefore, beyond the confinement of heterosexual norms.

 However, as I already admitted, the liberation of Sarah’s conception of the body does not necessarily eliminate the physical violence that the heterosexual norm brings. The fact that her body does not transcendent in the view of sexists will still cause her physical harm. But nevertheless, what raises Sarah out of the characterization as merely a victim is Sarah’s situation of being both liberated and subjected to the heterosexual norm. Sarah is above the heterosexual norm because her view of the body does not depend on the heterosexual norm but she is at the same time subjected to the heterosexual norm because her view will eventually spark with the view that is subjected to the heterosexual norm. This "ambivalent" situation resembles something very similar to the situation of Jesus Christ as He becomes convicted by the Romans. If we were to say that the death of Jesus Christ takes Jesus Christ back to heaven and leave a mark of triumph on earth, we may as well say that the physical abuse to Sarah takes her back to the world of Dove’s Diner and leaves a triumph in the world of Three Crouches.

 One of the most important symbols in LeRoy’s Sarah, if we read it as a religious analogy, is the raccoon penis bone. As the cross represents the ever-presence of Jesus Christ and signifies the Christ’s suffering, the raccoon penis bone represents the ever-presence of Sarah’s true nature and signifies the suffering that Sarah has to go through in order to really understand the meaning of the raccoon penis bone.

 First, the raccoon penis bone is present throughout Sarah’s entire journey. At the beginning, while Sarah was still at Dove’s Dinner, the raccoon penis bone has already taken its place as the center of Sarah’s life. The bone, as Sarah describes, represents the ultimate meaning of her life, "being the best lot lizard ever…one day I can walk with the grandest raccoon penis bone ever" (Sarah 28). Her wish for this significance in life continue to be the goal in her life even after she crosses the Cheat River. However, as the heterosexual culture on the other side of the river requires, she can no longer find that significance through the symbol of raccoon penis bone because it suggests the truth about her body. What takes the place of raccoon penis bone, then, is Le Loup’s declaration of Sarah’s sainthood: "maybe you are Sarah, Abraham’s wife reincarnated" (49), Le Loup exclaim to Sarah and the crowd.

 However, the replacement of sainthood does not erase the truth about Sarah’s body. So the sainthood is once again renounced when Le Loup finds out that Sarah has a penis. Even before Le Loup renounces Sarah’s sainthood, the truth about Sarah’s body is already been suspected by Pooh when she finds the unusual addition of Q-tips on the Barbie dolls. Apparently, the raccoon penis bone has never left Sarah’s mind just as the truth that she is hiding has never left her awareness.

 The significance of Sarah’s admitting to her sainthood is that she must suffer in order to understand the truth about herself. The first sign of Sarah’s suffering appears when Sarah realizes the fact that her sainthood is indeed a myth. She regrets and imagines herself being release from this lie she has helped to create:

I picture Glad’s arms spread out to receive me, his hands holding a slightly bigger bone to reward my impressive, though unsuccessful, initiative…I need to wipe Sarah’s tear and promise never to leave her again (86).

The suffering Sarah feels ultimately teaches her that the truth about her body is not something she can hide, even in the world where this truth is not welcomed. She must also understand, underneath the act of hiding her body, she is in fact accepting the heterosexual definition of her body, an act that turns her desire to against itself as it is shown in Venus’ case. She must regain her ability to see herself in the light of the raccoon bone–a symbol of ultimate significance in her own right.

 The second sign of Sarah’s suffering, the most dramatic and significant suffering that Sarah goes through, is Le Loup’s bodily torture. This torture, in Le Loup’s view, is necessary and symbolic because Sarah’s penis is "an accusation…charges of chicanery…crime against nature" (116). As the act of castration and hair destroying suggest, the real cause of Le Loup’s violence is the heterosexual view of the body itself. He wants to tell Sarah that neither the female nor the male body is appropriate for her. She is, in the simplest term, a monster. On the other hand, in the victim’s perspective, the castration represents the final lesson. The lesson that violence can be the final result of her hiding of the truth, or in other words, the adoption of the heterosexual definition of the body.

 Finally, Sarah’s long lasting torture at Stacy’s place allows Sarah to reflect on the meaning of the raccoon penis bone. And eventually, as Sarah’s journey back to Dove’s Diner suggests, Sarah can only find meaning and significance in her life through the sexual identity that the raccoon bone symbolizes–the sexual identity that does not become hindered by the conceptualization of the body. Sarah’s long torture at Stacy’s place begins as she receive her new name "Sam." Le Loup sends "Sam" to Stacy’s place and orders her to never grow her hair because he wants to torture Sarah. He wants Sarah to always remember her "outcast" identity in the straight world and there is nothing significant or meaningful permitted to her. However, Le Loup’s torture still cannot erase Sarah’s desire for significance in life. Sarah’s life at Stacy’s place is in a constant search for that lost significance, the significance in life that Sarah once had. Sarah searches for significance in his memory of the raccoon penis bone but what she gets is only the memory of suffering just as Le Loup planned it. She also searches for significance in Le Loup, the one that destroys her sense of direction and belonging. The idea of Le Loup "wanting her, even if it is to break every bone in her body, is somehow very comforting" (138). But no matter where Sarah searches for that significance, she is doomed not to find it because she has already lost her sense of identity. Neither her body nor her soul has a place in the world. When Sarah is finally rescued from her senseless and semi-conscious world of alcohol abuse, her mind was still wondering around aimlessly, trying to find her lost feeling of significance. She asks Pie, "why do you always come back for me?" Pie understands clearly that what Sarah needs is a sense of identity and belonging, so she respond to Sarah, "Everybody needs someone to know who they really are" (156).

 Finally, as the religious analogy of Sarah’s torture shows, it is not easy to understand why it is necessary to maintain a sense of identity that is independent to social, cultural, and even religious constraints. As the Army’s TV commercial slogan, "be all the you can be" suggests, there are traps everywhere in our daily lives that try to lure us into a false sense of belonging, a false sense of community. Where one truly belongs, as Sarah suggests, is not any fixed position or status in society. It is rather, like a journey. Sometimes, one may travel to an alien and dangerous place just like Sarah finds herself in front of Le Loup. But if we are capable of moving alone and not getting tangled up in our fear, we may as well find, as Sarah did at the end, a true liberation and transcendence of identity, free of seemingly contradictions:

 "Here. Norm found this in his truck. It’s your bone" (166). 

