Identity Formation in J. T. LeRoy’s Sarah and The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things 

by David E. Wilson


Sarah, J. T. LeRoy’s debut novel, tells the tragicomic story of a twelve-year-old boy who copes with uncommon adversity in a bizarre and eccentric world.    LeRoy’s second novel, The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things, fills in the childhood years leading up to the events of Sarah.  For Jeremiah, the boy narrator of both books, being in the care of his drug addict, truckstop-hooker mother means being starved, mutilated, beaten, raped, and regularly abandoned.  Although the premise reads like the foreshadowing of a serial killer’s tale, the boy does not resort to violence and vengeance.  Instead he adapts to the world of lot lizards (truckstop prostitutes) by becoming one of them, working the lot at the Doves Diner/truckstop under the tutelage of resident pimp, Glad Glading ETC.  

Having been schooled in the fine arts of seduction-for-profit  by his mother, who is also named Sarah, Jeremiah first transforms himself into “Cherry Vanilla,” a twelve-year-old transvestite hooker out to rival Mom’s success.  On a trip to worship at the Holy Jackalope shrine—the place where all lizards go to renew and enhance their sexual prowess—Cherry is taken hostage by a rival pimp and forced into a strange sort of bondage by the cruel lizard-master named Le Loup. Through a slip of the tongue, Cherry introduces herself as “Sarah,” and soon becomes Sarah the virgin/saint, a bed-bound, golden-haired little girl who is worshipped by truckers for her magical gifts.  She ethereally dispenses good fortune to the truckers  who come to kneel by her bedside; she even walks on water (thanks to Le Loup’s conniving, trick lighting, and an underwater bed of buoyant sphagnum moss).  “Her” credibility as a saint falls apart before “his” credibility as a female does.  When the folks of Le Loup’s camp discover that Sarah has a penis, safety flies out the window, as does Sarah.  The remaining pages tell of the daring rescue of Sarah/Cherry/Jeremiah made by two friends and cohorts from the Doves Diner entourage: Sundae, the transvestite cheerleader, and Pie, the lot lizard who dresses as a geisha.  

A gloss such as this fails to do justice to the weirdly rich content of LeRoy’s novel.  Yet it does foreground the problematics of identity construction that lie at the heart of the book.  Jeremiah/Cherry/Sarah struggles through his formative teenage years, trying to come to grips with a history of abuse, abandonment, and debauchery.  His seemingly inherent androgyny—he is often mistaken for a girl—offers him an opportunity to create an identity that transforms an abused and neglected child into a commercially exploited transvestite hooker.  The narrator’s fractured and fragile identity is shaped by his position in the patriarchal, capitalist enterprise of truckstop prostitution; his ability to pass as a female; and his ongoing attempts to reconcile the disastrous relationship between him and his mother.  Theoretically, this breakdown can be read as ideological subjectification, gender identity through performance and citation, and psychological notions of the self as processed by early childhood stages of development.  

The characters in LeRoy’s novel live in relatively autonomous microcosms that mirror larger ideological spheres of Western sociopolitcal realms.  In Sarah, the competing heterotopias are two West Virginia truckstops: Glad Glading’s  Doves Diner and Le Loup’s Three Crutches.   Each is controlled by a one-man hegemony whose ideological agenda ensures capitalist gains through an intricate structure of religion, fear, money, and communal safety.  Drawing on the theory of Louis Althusser, John Fiske explains that “ideology [. . .] is a dynamic process constantly reproduced and reconstituted in practice—that is, in the ways that people think, act, and understand themselves and their relationship to society” (306).  This assessment of the ideological trappings of society at large also applies to the dynamics of the isolated and nearly autonomous worlds of the rival truckstops, and specifically to the ways that Sarah thinks, acts, and understands himself in his relationship to his bizarre world.  (To avoid confusion, references to Sarah the mother will be designated as such.  All others refer to Sarah aka Jeremiah/Cherry Vanilla/narrator.)  As with the national ideology, capitalism lies at the heart of Sarah’s world.  Commodification defines status.  As Le Loup says, when commenting on the exchange value of his newest commodity, Sarah, “‘It doesn’t really matter, does it?’ [. . .] ‘Whore or saint, don’t matter.  They both bring in money,’ he laughs” (62).  The boy becomes inured to this logic, accepts it, and exploits it to his own advantage.  The amount of money brought in indicates social prestige in the hooker hierarchy.  In the case of Sarah and the other cross-dressing male prostitutes, that prestige is rewarded with their very own raccoon penis bone, the size of the bone indicative of the success of the wearer.  The prestige signified by the amulet also indicates the status of the wearer as protected property.   “‘This [is] better than a policeman’s badge,’ Glad says as he adjusts his necklace over my black sweater” (LeRoy 2-3).  The ritual signals the boy’s arrival as well as his entrapment.  This rite of passage also engenders ambition.  His quest for “a bigger fuckin’ bone, the hugest fuckin’ bone” (LeRoy 128) underlies  his visit to the Holy Jackalope shrine at the rival truckstop.  He hopes that seeing and touching the mounted jackalope head will magically increase his sexual prowess, thereby elevating his commercial worth in the seedy world of sex-trafficking.  Further evidence of ideological control through commodification informs Sarah’s seduction to go to work for the second pimp, Le Loup: “If you come work for me [. . .] you’ll have a million Barbie dolls. [. . .]  I’ll get you all the outfits. [. . .] You’ll want for nothing ever. [. . .]  I’m the best daddy you’ll ever have” (LeRoy 38).  

The familial term “daddy” also supports the reading of this world as representative of cultural ideology.  Again drawing on Althusser, Fiske writes about “ideological state apparatuses (ISAs), [. . .] social institutions [which] produce in people the tendency to behave and think in socially acceptable ways [. . .].  Social norms are ideologically slanted in favor of a particular class or group of classes but are accepted as natural by other classes” (307).  As one of these ISAs, the family serves those in power as a perfect mechanism for indoctrination and control.  Le Loup’s use of the word “daddy” is one of a number of instances wherein LeRoy’s characters construct nominal familial relationships.  Mother Shapiro reigns as a sort of dowager duchess over the Doves Diner lot lizards, and male prostitutes are referred to as “little brother seatcover date[s]” (LeRoy 122).  When the young Jeremiah of Heart preens in front of the mirror in his mother’s nightie, practicing his seduction skills, he coos “Daddy’s sexy little girl” (128).  Also, in one of the saddest and most disturbing passages from Sarah, the narrator reveals the degree to which he has bought into and wishes to extend and embrace the familial apparatus:

Because, no matter how rough or tough the trucker, that point of soundlessness, that instant before they are spent, is the sweetest contact anyone could ever have with anybody.  I hold these moments—the tobacco and grease-stained hand lovingly caressing my throat, the lips parted in silent ecstasy, kissing my forehead like a parent placing a good-night kiss [. . .]. (LeRoy 137) 

Even when it entails pain and humiliation, and it usually does, the boy reads such encounters as natural familial rituals.  “Althusser believes that we are all constituted as subjects-in-ideology by the ISAs, that the ideological norms naturalized in their practices constitute not only the sense of the world for us, but also our sense of ourselves, our sense of identity, and our sense of our relations to other people and to society in general” (Fiske 308). The use of family terminology naturalizes the flesh-trade for Sarah, and, in turn, normalizes and reinforces his sense of the world, his relationships, and himself.  

In addition to the capitalist and familial underpinnings of Sarah’s thought processes, his assumed identity as a girl results from repeatedly being referred to as and encouraged to “be” a female, particularly by his mother and her endless string of boyfriends.  “Sometimes she tells him [her latest boyfriend/trick] about me, her brother.  Sometimes I’m her sister.  ‘Men like girls, not boys,’ she says.  ‘Ya wanna come inside don’t ya?’” (Heart 44)  Androgynous by nature, he is often mistaken for a girl, and his opportunistic mother plays on the confusion by dressing him as such—for a while.  “But she’d stopped dressing me even though it’s easier to make your way in the world as two girls. [. . .] Most anything you want in this world is easier when you’re a pretty girl.  She stopped letting me dress when it got too easy for those men to crawl from her bed into mine.  But I didn’t stop” (LeRoy 10).  The importance of sex-gender construction in identity formation is exemplified here.  As Teresa de Lauretis writes, “The sex-gender system, in short, is both a sociocultural and a semiotic apparatus, a system of representation which assigns meaning (identity, value, prestige, location in kinship, status in the social hierarchy, etc.) to individuals within society” (717).  The sociocultural aspect of Sarah’s sex-gender representation intertwines with and overlaps his commodification and dysfunctional family position.  Unlike them, his gender construction depends heavily on de Lauretis’s “semiotics.”  


Extending Foucaldian theory, she writes, “Like sexuality, [. . .] gender is not a property of bodies or something originally existent in human beings, but ‘the set of effects produced in bodies, behaviors, and social relations,’ in Foucault’s words, by the deployment of ‘a complex political technology’” (Lauretis 714).  Sarah’s androgynous and chameleon-like personality exemplifies gender identity as constructive rather than originary, thereby dismissing what Judith Butler calls the commonly misconceived “illusions of continuity between sex, gender, and desire” (727).  She explains:

[G]ender is a performance that produces the illusion of an inner sex or essence or psychic gender core; it produces on the skin, through the gesture, the move, the gait (that array of corporeal theatrics understood as gender presentation), the illusion of an inner depth.  In effect, one way that gender gets naturalized is through being constructed as an inner psychic or physical necessity.  And yet, it is always a surface sign, a signification on and with the public body that produces this illusion of an inner depth, necessity, or essence that is somehow magically, causally expressed. (728)  

“Corporeal theatrics” are the stock-in-trade for Sarah and his fellow she-male prostitutes.  As he says, “All Glad’s pavement princesses dress so comely in the most delicate silks from China, fine lace from France, and degenerate leather from Germany.  If you didn’t notice them wearing a raccoon penis bone necklace, you’d never know they were actually male” (2).  Of course the silks, lace and leather require parallel adaptations in the gesture, move and gait, as well as semiotic transformations of hair and skin.  For Sarah and her ilk, exteriority determines gender, a determination that is inherently problematic.  


The problem is first realized in a passage from Heart in which Jeremiah preens in drag in front of the mirror, emulating her mother’s wanton wiles. “‘Daddy’s sexy little girl . . . uh, oh.’  I lift the frilly front of my nightie.  ‘Shit!  Why do you gotta ruin everything?’  I reach in her panties and push it back between my legs.  ‘Go away!’ I scream down at it.  I keep my baby doll raised and run my palm over the smooth, flat crotch” (128).  Determined to equal if not outdo his mother, he resorts to Krazy Glue to achieve the desired effect, then proceeds to seduce Jackson, his mother’s current boyfriend.  The scene that ensues confirms the success of his gender performance. 

Jackson reacts in stages: astonishment, reluctance, rationalization, and finally, submission.  The astonishment and reluctance seem as much ideological performance as the boy’s drag transformation.  “Jesus Lord above, what happened to you?” he says when he first realizes he’s looking at the son and not the mother.  But Sarah sees the fault-line in his resistance: “He’s not watching Sermon Mount anymore, he’s watching his baby doll: me” (Heart 130).  His reluctance lasts for two pages.  Then, “She faces him silently [. . .], waiting for recognition.  And he stares, his eyes circling like a plane waiting to land.  And then he burps, deep and resonate [sic].  His gaze turns downward like an ashamed child’s.  ‘Pardon,’ he mumbles.  And with his shame she knows she is recognized.  She jumps in his lap [. . .]” (Heart 131-2).  The scene reveals not only the success and ease of Jeremiah’s gender transformation, but also the significance of Sarah’s subjectification.  By reacting as though he had belched in front of a woman instead of a little boy, Jackson essentially hails Sarah and solidifies her interpellation by a member of the patriarchy.  Sarah does not forget the lesson learned.

Although he no longer resorts to Krazy Glue, the narrator reveals other trademark ruses used by both male and female prostitutes to create the necessary illusions, many of them taught to him by his mother, intentionally and unintentionally.  

I try to look virginal by making my eyes look big.  When Sarah was after someone else’s man, she’d put her hair into pigtails and practice making her eyes wide in the mirror.  “Nothin’ makes a man want you more than thinking you’re an unpopped virgin. This makes the best virgin blood,” she’d say, slipping a Burger King foil ketchup packet into her bra.  “Makes them feel like fuckin’ God.” (60-61)  

Sarah’s gender construction works so well that “she” eventually buys into her own performance.  When “she” is enticed to join Le Loup’s corral, the pimp has no idea that she is a he, and Sarah shrugs off the deception as an oversight: “It doesn’t occur to me to mention [that] I’m not really a girl” (LeRoy 31).   Sarah illustrates Butler’s point that “gender is performative in the sense that it constitutes as an effect the very subject it appears to express” (725).  He/she is a “psychic subject [who] is nevertheless constituted internally by differentially gender Others and is, therefore, never, as a gender, self-identical” (Butler 727).  

Jeremiah/Sarah’s own inability to recognize himself as a self-identical, gendered psychic subject is mirrored by similar confusions and delusions from those around him.  Take for example the scene in which the pedophile Lymon discovers that the virginal, little girl he is attempting to seduce actually has a penis:

“Oh, sweet Jesus!” he says louder.  He reaches up under my belly and flips me on my back.  He says nothing.  He only stares, his face registering shock.  I slowly reach my hand down, between my legs, to my penis.  “What are you?” Lymon asks, and I see a darkness slowly replacing the shock across his face.  I don’t know what to say.  I feel as surprised as he is.  I touch it again.  It’s still there, like it always is. [. . .] “What are you?!” he screams.  “Are you the devil?!  Are you a snake?!  What the hell are you?!” he screams at the top of his lungs. [. . .]  “You are not a little girl!” (102-3).

Having played the role of the virginal woman/child for so many months, Sarah too had come to ignore or forget the physical nature of his being.  The power of the gender performance eclipsed biological determination—at least for a while. Unlike Jackson in the earlier scene, Lymon cannot reconcile the incongruity of a penis on the “girl” he had worshipped and desired for so long.  The same could be said for Sarah, and later, his prostitute cohort, Pooh (a biological woman).  Near the end of the novel, Sarah has escaped, naked, and is found by Pooh: “She looks down toward my crotch, shakes her head, and starts to laugh.  ‘Oh, Lord!’ she snickers.  ‘I’m sorry.’  She reaches out her hand and slaps my shoulder.  ‘That thing looks like a fried dill pickle!’  Pooh folds over with laughter” (104).  Amused rather than appalled like Lymon was, Pooh nevertheless is shocked by the incongruity of Sarah having a penis.  “‘Uh,’ Pooh says, wiping at her eyes, ‘I’m sorry, just might as well be a second nose.  It does look out of place on ya.’  ‘I never asked for it to be there’” (105).  Sarah’s comment reveals a disturbing truth about the fragility of his gender construction. Pooh asks, “Did you forget what you are?  Did you forget what you really are?” (105 LeRoy’s emphasis). Fooled by his own performativity, Pooh and Lymon have then charged him to reassess his self-identity.  When he is given boy’s clothes to cover his nakedness, the difficulty of that reassessment comes to the fore:  “As I pull up the jeans, I’m surprised by my mouth being pulled down, by some unseen force, into a trembling half moon” (LeRoy 119).  The role of Sarah had brought him success and security, but, even in performances of corporeal theatrics, the final curtain must close.  Exteriority has failed to bring about his dream of a permanent identity, and he must once again confront the battle between his biological reality and his psychic identification.  His assumed image has been exposed as a fraud.


Jacques Lacan writes, “We have only to understand the mirror stage as an identification 

[. . .]: namely, the transformation that takes place in the subject when he assumes an image” (179).  Much of Jeremiah’s ongoing identity crisis suggests that his mirror stage failed in its function “to establish a relation between the organism and its reality” (Lacan 180).  The vast discrepancy between his anatomy and his self-perception prevents integration.  His actual mirror reflection does not comport with his psychic identification.  He cannot think of “himself” because his mirror image is fractured.  His identificatory fragmentation comes to bear a number of times in the two books.  Upon waking in the hospital and being fed poison and abandoned by his mother, the narrator of Heart says, “When I first woke up it [hospital ID bracelet] said John Doe, but a hospital worker knew my grandfather, recognized me from services, so now I was another me again [. . .]” (Heart 196).  Each new set of circumstances determines, even requires a new and separate identity.  When Le Loup threatens to castrate Sarah as punishment for his escape attempt, the boy faints as the pimp slashes with the knife.  Upon waking, he finds that his genitals are intact, but his hair is gone.  “‘Look!’ Le Loup prods me hard.  I turn my head and, in the mirror’s reflection, I see someone standing next to Le Loup.  Someone I don’t recognize. 

[. . .]  I watch the droplet [of blood], like a diamond-shaped tear, loosen and fall with a tiny splash into an eye.  My eye” (LeRoy 114).  He seems to be very much a stranger to himself, and his literal mirror images are unreliable—sometimes comforting, sometimes alienating.  His Lacanian mirror image seems equally problematic.


Lacan explains the importance of successful mirror stage development and the consequences of its undoing:

The mirror stage [. . .] manufactures for the subject [. . .] the armor of an alienating identity which will mark with its rigid structure the subject’s entire mental development.  Thus, to break out of the circle of the Innenwelt [organism] into the Umwelt [reality] generates the inexhaustible quadrature of the ego’s verifications.  This fragmented body [. . .] usually manifests itself in dreams [. . .] in the form of disjointed limbs. (181)  

Jeremiah/Sarah seems to have had no such armor, as witnessed by his structurally unsound and divergent attempts to secure a concrete and lasting identity.  Two passages in particular invite a Lacanian reading of his fragmentation.  At the end of the bizarre scene in which the cross-dressed boy seduces his mom’s boyfriend, Jackson, Jeremiah clings desperately to the moment, even though he has been physically damaged: “I try to tell him not to let me go, that I need to stay with him, to know what he knows, what my mom knows, what that cowboy knows, so after, I can lay in their arms, laugh, and curl up so peacefully I could die.  But I’m split apart inside, and it’s all I know and all I can find” (Heart 150 emphasis added).  He is “split apart” physically as well as psychically.  He has attempted to replace Jeremiah with the new Sarah, but the transformation is incomplete.  The identification of the “I” who wishes to “curl up so peacefully I could die” remains unclear.  Is it Jeremiah the boy? Cherry/Sarah the cosmetic construct?  Or is the “I” a more innate, subconscious sense of self that desires to integrate the former?  

Another passage more specifically lends itself to a Lacanian reading of a fractured mirror image that “manifests itself in dreams [. . .] in the form of disjointed limbs.”  The narrator tells of a recurring nightmare, “the dream where my limbs are blown across the open brittle road until red-winged crows descend from the white sun, carrying my limbs farther and farther away until I wake up screaming, struggling to reattach” (Heart 44-5 emphasis added).  This dream foreshadows similar events in the boy’s life.  


During Sarah’s captivity at Le Loup’s, Pooh plays the role of both friend and enemy.  The two regularly play with Barbies (and Kens dressed as Barbies), but their companionship is underscored by Pooh’s seething jealousy.  She thinks Sarah has dethroned her as Le Loup’s number one girl, and her animosity reveals itself during their play-time.  Pooh says, “Now, I have to run over your flight attendant there for stealing Rock Star Ken [. . .].”  Sarah’s protests go unheeded.  “Still gotta be a payback.  Just because I bided by my time doesn’t mean she’s getting away with it,” Pooh answers.  Thereupon she proceeds to runover Sarah’s Barbie with the Barbie car.  “‘Steal my man, you bitch cunt whore,’ Pooh chants under her breath.  I watch in silence as she rips off my doll’s clothes and then decapitates and delimbs her” (Heart 82).  In a later scene, when Pooh comes to the rescue during Sarah’s escape from Le Loup, she returns his lost raccoon penis bone and offers an apology.  “‘I actually came here to reattach some heads and limbs,’ she says softly” (LeRoy 127).  By this point, Jeremiah has begun to recognize the extent of his fragmentation and the unlikelihood of successful reattachment.  “I lift the necklace out of her hand and hold it up. ‘That’s what got me where the fuck I am today!’  [. . .] ‘So if you think giving me my bone back is reattaching any limbs . . .’  I stuff it into my pocket” (LeRoy 128).  His quest for identity remains at loose ends.  Even when his rescue is effected, he returns to Glad and the Doves Diner gang only to find out that his mother has left months earlier.  Once again the boy relives his childhood nightmare: “I’m split apart, and she’s gonna leave me” (Heart 150).  The cycle of fragmentation and abandonment continues, making any sense of an integrated identity impossible.


Foregrounding the ways in which Jeremiah/Cherry Vanilla/Sarah’s struggle for self-identity is shaped and often distorted by ideological subjectification, gendered performativity, and psychoanalytic fragmentation paints a rather bleak picture of the character and the texts in which he lives.  The portrait is misleading, and it points to what I consider hazards inherent in any reading of these texts.  Too much attention to the heart-wrenching circumstances of an abused and confused boy tends to negate the comic aspects of LeRoy’s writing.   While Sarah and The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things foreground disturbing psychological and sociological issues, they also offer many humorous, outrageous, fairy-tale-like passages that elevate them to a level of sheer fun.  Similarly, the autobiographical nature of the works reminds the reader that many of the harrowing and disturbing events are probably drawn from LeRoy’s real-life situations.  This too can be quite sobering.  However, like his narrator, LeRoy seems to be a survivor who is enjoying the critical success of two novels and is currently collaborating with Gus Van Sant on a screen adaptation of Sarah.  Whether this means that he has successfully defragmented his personal life is anybody’s guess, though not necessarily anybody’s business.  Nevertheless, he has provided researchers and critics with deeply rich and decidedly postmodern texts that deserve academic attention.  Examining the problematics of identity formation in LeRoy’s first two books is merely scratching the surface.  
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