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Boobie Miles: Roaring Beast or Sacrificial Lamb?
[bookmark: _GoBack]
	“Life really wouldn’t be worth livin’ if you didn’t have a high school football team to support” (20) says Odessa native Bob Rutherford, in H.G. Bissinger’s work of creative non-fiction Friday Night Lights. Odessa is an isolated West Texas town suffering from its own depressing geography, racial tension, and struggling economy. As any outsider would see by comparing the town’s barren plains with Permian high school’s glamorous Friday night games, football is Odessa’s one claim to pride, vanity, and ecstasy. In fact, everything in Odessa, from education, to racial prejudices, to the bones of teenage players, bends to winning the next game. Through detail of the setting’s history, dialogue from Odessan citizens, chapter arcs, and detailed character studies, Bissinger explains Odessa’s hunger for football, expresses the temporary benefits gained from the game, and hints at the dark ramifications of escaping to a world of football so removed from the town’s deep-seated grief.  
	Bissinger begins with a chapter titled “Odessa,” where he depicts the desperate and isolated setting and explores its troubled past. He starts out on a historical level, explaining that Odessa was a town built on unfulfilled dreams. Long ago, as a way to sell land and make a profit, the men who marketed property in Odessa promised buyers the best attributes of the United States of America. These purchasers were fooled into thinking they acquired a piece of Utopia. In reality, with its sandstorms and flat landscape, Odessa was more similar to hell than heaven. In order to survive in Odessa’s climate, Bissinger observes, the citizens of Odessa adopted gruff, grim personalities, “their dispositions reflecting the rough, atonal quality of the land” (30). He also notes the cyclical quality of Odessa’s only economical gift: oil. When oil reserves are found beneath Odessa, the town grows wealthy for a period of time, but this is always followed by period of economic misfortune. Yet even when wealthy, instead of suffering from poverty the town suffers from thieves and prostitutes. This pattern of ultimately destructive boom and bust endures in Odessa, decade after decade. In sum, from the first chapter onward Bissinger shows how empty and depressing Odessa is, apart from football, with its flat location and its bipolar relationship with oil. On a subtler level, he foreshadows the town’s tendencies toward idealism and inconsistent euphoria through its Utopian roots and fragile economy. 
	In chapter two, The Watermelon Feed, Bissinger contrasts the dismal Odessa in chapter one with the exciting event that marks the beginning of Permian high school’s football season. With snippets of dialogue from Odessa citizens, Bissinger shows readers how Permian football redeems their lives: “Mojo football, it helps you survive all this sand, the wind, the heat,” explains one fan, “I wouldn’t live any other place” (41). After covering the obsessive high that Odessans get from Permian football, Bissinger begins to expose the faults in Odessa’s football priority. When a proponent of educational reform points out that more money is spent supporting its high school football team than promoting education, Bissinger sums up the citizens’ outrage to the proponent’s judgments: “They not so gently told him to mind his own damn business and not disturb a way of life that had worked and thrived for years and brought the town a joy it could never have experienced anywhere else” (42). Football is a way for the Odessans to take their minds off of Odessa’s worst attributes. Like Odessa’s economic cycle, this can have temporary positive and negative effects on the town, but in the long run it is mostly negative. Although ultimately this concept can be shown in Odessa’s condition as a whole, the suffering is concentrated in the Permian players because of the pressure that is put on them to keep the town happy: “The oil economy could go to hell. The country could go to hell. But, thanks to Shawn Crow, never, ever, Permian football” (47). At the Watermelon Feed, Shawn Crow is honored as Permian’s star player from 1987, the previous year’s season. Through the detailed character analysis of Shawn Crow, Bissinger expresses the physical sacrifice expected of Permian football youth and how it affects them long-term.   Although he has already graduated, Shawn Crow is back at Permian High for the Watermelon Feed because his injuries from high school football prevent him from serving out the first semester of his football scholarship at college. Bissinger shows how Odessans prioritize winning games at the expense of the players’ physical well-being through describing how Crow receives his crippling injury. He also points out that “because of such an attitude, Permian had established itself as perhaps the most successful football dynasty in the country” (44). At the price of a semester of college football, Crow carries Permian just a little bit farther, but as Bissinger shows in the following chapter, titled Boobie, he is only one of the many Permian players to sacrifice his body  “for his family and his team and his town” (48).
In Odessa, the rules that normally constrain players are ignored or less important unless they help Permian win games. In a town where whites live on one side of the railroad tracks and blacks live on the other, football is the only place where blacks are not only accepted but welcomed. Through detailed characterization of Boobie Miles, one such black football player from the wrong side of the tracks, Bissinger shows that the effects of physical injury, racism, and poor education have repercussions beyond football. Heralded as Permian’s “next Great Black Hope” (66), and chosen as Shawn Crow’s replacement for the 1988 Permian season, Boobie is well-known for his cocky attitude. But beneath this façade is a troubled and naïve young man. Abandoned by his mother, Boobie spent much of his life passed from home to home, enduring domestic violence, until finally being taken in by his uncle, L.V. Settling in Odessa’s ghetto, Boobie struggles with a learning disability and tends to act out at school. Apart from Permian football, his life is troubled and without ambition. In Boobie’s time, 1988, in a town where the word “nigger” is still commonly used, football is the one field where African Americans can be admired and treated with respect by whites. As the only African American coach for Permian’s 1988 team observes, “We know that we’re separate, until we get on the field. We know that we’re equal as athletes. But once we get off the field we’re not equal” (107). As Permian’s star player, Boobie is accepted into white Odessan society, receiving attention from not only Odessan residents but college football recruiters as well. Placing all of his hopes in a college football scholarship, Boobie neglects his education. As Permian football fans themselves, most teachers prioritize football over academics, and therefore allow Boobie to continue on this way. Bissinger sums up their expectations of Boobie in a quote from Boobie’s creative writing teacher: “That’s the only thing kids like that have going for them, is that physical strength” (151). Like Shawn Crow before him, Boobie uses this physical strength to push himself to achieve in football.  During a pre-season scrimmage, he severely injures his knee. With this bodily sacrifice goes his hope of a football scholarship, and with the football scholarship goes Boobie’s hope for a future outside of Odessa. Under the encouragement of Odessan residents, he gives up his education and his body for football. But with his injury, Boobie is no longer useful to Permian football. No longer a football hero, racism again rears its ugly head. And, as Bissinger documents through his attentive detail to dialogue, an assistant coach discards Boobie without a thought, saying, “What would Boobie be without football? A big ol’ dumb nigger” (67). Before his injury, Boobie is proud and lauded. Like Permian’s panther mascot, he is an emblem of strength and indomitable will. But through his injury, readers see that in reality, he is nothing more than a sacrificial lamb. 
Yet Bissinger has another Permian football player to introduce, Brian Chavez. As Bissinger describes Brian, with his hulking five eleven and 215 pound frame, his slow speech, and his ferocity on the football field, “it was hard to think he had any chance of making it past high school unless he got a football scholarship somewhere” (143).  As a minority and a strong 
football presence, Brian shares similarities to Boobie. But, although he fits “every stereotype of the dumb jock” (143), Brian is far from it. As number one student in his class at Permian, Brian defies racial stereotypes that say “[minorities] dragged the whole school down” (93). With aspirations of attending Harvard University, he moves “effortlessly between the world of the football and the academic elite” (144). Brian enjoys football, but what separates him from Boobie and the other players is his brilliance. Because of this intelligence, “no matter how glorious and exciting the season was, he also knew it would come to an end” (144). Through Brian, Bissinger shows that despite Odessa’s dire condition, if consequences are taken into account, the mature player can balance their love of football with the reality of their future. So if a high school kid can achieve this balance, why can’t the city of Odessa? 
The answer lies in the time Odessans have spent crafting their way of life. Initially, football was a way to survive in Odessa. But as the land became the people, football also became part of Odessa. As Bissinger notes in the afterword, Odessa is “a town that wasn’t bad or evil but had lost any ability to judge itself” (363). Isolated geographically and dominated by a homogenous football ethic, Permian football has become a sacred tradition. As it is blasphemous to question God, it has become sacrilegious to question football. In order to evolve with the rest of the world, the people of Odessa must turn a critical eye on themselves. The football religion of Odessa should not require a sacrifice, but as long as football is prioritized over academics, health, and racial equality, there will always be another Boobie Miles.   
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