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THE HAMILTON UNDERGRADUATE RE-
SEARCH SCHOLARS PROGRAM
enables Dedman College’s most promising students 

to collaborate with top faculty researchers and 
contribute to the creation of  knowledge in 

significant and meaningful ways. Each faculty/
student team submits a competitive proposal 

for the project to the Program Director 
in response to a call for proposals that 

goes out in August of  each academic 
year. A small number of  Hamilton 

Undergraduate Research Scholar 
Awards are also made for the 

summer with a request for 
applications going out in 

late April. Awards are 
up to $3000/semester 

with matching funds 
available from 

the University 
Undergraduate 

Research 
Program.

ROBERT MAYER UNDERGRADUATE 
RESEARCH FELLOWSHIPS through the Dedman 
College Interdisciplinary Institute allow students to 
conduct research integrating two or more fields. Mayer 
Interdisciplinary Fellows will have access to $1500 to 
use for research, travel, or other expenses related to the 
development and completion of  their research project. 
There will also be funding available for the student to 
attend an appropriate scholarly conference to present 
their work and interact with others working in their 
field(s).

ENGAGED LEARNING takes learning to the 
ultimate level through student-driven, goal-oriented 
projects anywhere in the world. Students’ projects 
include undergraduate research and community ser-
vice. Students also engage in internships and creative 
activities. SMU publishes student work in the Engaged 
Leaning Collections, celebrates student achievement at 
graduation, and posts projects on transcripts. Students 
recieve up to $2000.

UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH ASSISTANTS 
(URA)  provide an opportunity for students to pursue 
research across all disciplines. By providing matching 
funds to another source of  research funding, such as a 
department’s, school’s, or individual faculty member’s 
existing research funding, this program facilitates 
undergraduate involvement in the university’s leading 
edge research. Each assistantship involves a student 
working closely with a faculty member. Applications for 
URAs during the academic year can be submitted at 
any time. During the academic year, support for up to 
10 hours of  research each week is provided. 

BIG IDEAS GRANTS are designed for entre     
preneurs. Teams of  students pitch their business           

and design business plans, helping students 
bring a value to society in viable and 

sustainable ways. This work also satisfies 
University Curriculum requirements. 

Students can receive up to $5000 in 
funding. 

JOHN G. TOWER CENTER STUDENT 
FELLOWHSIPS provide a gateway for students to 
pursue work in politics and government. Undergrad-
uate Dellows collaborate closely with faculty to de-
velop research projects that either become published 
or presented for faculty or professional review. The 
Tower Center’s Undergraduate Fellows are accepted 
during the second semester of  their sophomore year 
and serve as fellows during their junior and senior 
years. Selection is based on merit and determined 
by an application and interview process. Each fellow 
receives a stipend of  $750/semester for a maximum 
of  four consecutive semesters, a book allowance for 
documents related to the project, and support for 
research expenses.

MAGUIRE PUBLIC SERVICE INTERNS are 
sponsored by the Maguire Center. The Maguire 
Center-with financial assistance from the Irby Family 
Foundation-awards summer internships to SMU 
students who wish to devote time to public service or 
research in the field of  ethics. SMU Public Service 
Interns have volunteered in a vast number of  diverse 
internship placements. Through such opportunities, 
students gain concrete information about others’ 
needs, as well as differing perspectives on how to 
resolve them. Undergraduates receive a $2000 grant 
for their internship.

THE RICHTER INTERNATIONAL FELLOW-
SHIP PROGRAM is funded by the Paul K. and Ev-
elyn E. Cook Richter Memorial Funds and is award-
ed to members of  the University Honors Program 
to conduct independent research, usually outside 
the United States. The project can cover any area of  
study, but should be internaitonal or multicultural in 
nature. SMU is one of  only 12 schools offering Rich-
ter Fellowships, and only Honors students are eligible 
to apply for the Fellowships. Richter Fellows receive 
funding to conduct one to three months of  research 
over winter or summer break, generally abroad. 
Upon returning, Fellows write and submit a scholarly 
article based on their research with intent to seek 
publication. Past Richter Fellows have been published 
in various academic journals and magazines; one 
SMU student won the prestigious Sidney De Vere 
Brown Best Undergraduate Paper Award.

SUMMER RESEARCH ASSISTANSHIPS (SRA) 
are an excellent way for a student researcher to make 
focused progress in a project, whether devising a new 
project or continuing one from the academic year. 
The writeup of  the summer work can be published 
in the SMU Journal of  Undergraduate Research or 
other publications. SRAs allow suddents to earn up 
to $4000 for the summer, providing matching funds 
to departmental or grant money, Engaged Learning, 
Hamilton, or McNair Scholars. 

S O U R C E S  O F  F U N D I N G  
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T H E  M I N D S  B E H I N D 

K A I R O S

ANDREA NGUYEN is a soph-
omore studying as a Markets and 
Culture major with an 
Anthropology minor. She is the 
secondary editor of  Kairos and 
helps organize the submissions for 
review. She is part of  the Career 
Development Ambassadors and 
works with Alternative Breaks. She 
loves traveling and seeing amazing 
sights, but her real mission away 
from home is to search and seek 
out the best food she can find. She 
is unsure of  what she wants to do 
after graduation, but she knows 
that she wants to have fun in what-
ever she does, hopefully making 
money at the same time. This is her 
first year working with Kairos.

AUDREY LEE is a sophomore 
working towards a B.A. in Studio 
Art and a B.S. in Mechanical 
Engineering with an Applied 
Physiology minor. With all those 
degrees, she runs quite a busy 
schedule, but she finds enough 
time to make the beautiful layout 
for Kairos. This edition of  Kairos 
marks her first year designing the 
magazine. When she’s not 
balancing equations, making 
beautiful pieces of  art, or designing 
things in the DIG, she loves run-
ning (very, very early in the 
morning) and thrift shopping. She 
is an R.A. for Armstrong 
Commons, is on the Commons 
Council, and is part of  the Nation-
al Residence Hall Honorary. She 
is interested in possibly exploring 
the field of  prosthetics and human 
movement after graduation. 

GABRIELLA GRACEFFO is a 
sophomore and is the 
Editor-in-Chief  for Kairos. She is 
currently pursuing a B.F.A. in 
Studio Art and a B.A. in English 
with minors in Italian and 
Art History (and possibly a mi-
nor in International Studies with 
a European specialization if  her 
schedule doesn’t explode under the 
pressure of  all her courses). She is 
a writer, an ardent lover of  fiction, 
and a music composer for piano 
and string instruments. She, unlike 
Audrey Lee and her 5:00 A.M. 
runs, is a night owl and will easily 
stay up until 3:00 A.M. reading 
a good book and then sleep it off 
until thirty minutes before class. 
This is her first jump into the pub-
lication world and she’s had a great 
time with it so far. After graduation 
in 2020, she hopes to become an 
art director working on projects 
similar to this magazine or become 
involved in museum work abroad in 
Italy or the United Kingdom.
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She called it Pickwick. 

A fat, ugly yellow thing that was more of a squash than a bird, but she babied the hell out of it, I’ll 
tell you. She was always cooing at it, coddling it, shmoozing with it- you would have thought the 
bird was a goddamn prodigy with the praises she sung it. God did she love that bird. A canary. 
Funny thing was the sunavabitch couldn’t sing for his life. She always went about telling me (and 
anyone who made the mistake of listening really), “canaries are the most lovely of birds, with 
voices like angels”, but Pickwick couldn’t carry a goddamn tune, let alone a note. Frankly speak-
ing, Pickwick was nothing but a grade A pain in the ass.

When she first got him, he came in a 3 foot iron cage with a cheap blue satin ribbon on the top. 
“Like a church bell on a steeple, isn’t it Michael?”, she said, her veiny hands pawing the bow. 
There wasn’t anything church like about it. I looked at him. He cocked his head, made his way 
to the end of the perch, fixed his beady eyes on mine, and shit on the bottom of the cage. A real 
cherub Grammie picked, I’ll assure you. She suggested I drive home, and I swear to you I skipped 
the rest of my way out of that pet store- normally she only let Johnathan drive the Caddie. We get 
to the car, I sit myself in the front, and she sticks him in the passenger seat. She sidles around to 
my side of the car and gets in the rear, folding her hands in her lap nice as could be. I laugh. Sure-
ly she’s joking, putting that lard in the front while she folds herself into the back. But no. That 
prince rode shotgun all the way home. 

Why did she call him Pickwick? I couldn’t tell you for sure. Think it must’ve been after that book 
called The Pickwick Papers, by Charles Dakkens or some other ancient. All I know is she walked 
in, set him down on the windowsill and triumphantly told me, “Michael, I’ve got a name for him”. 
And the sunavagun was christened Pickwick. Gram and I were always relatively close. Out of 
all of us, I visited the most. Jonathan was too busy groping girls in the backs of cars, Mom was 
working over time at the hospital, and Dad’s relationship with Gram went south when she boy-
cotted his wedding on account of it not being held in a Catholic church. So there I was. I came 
every Sunday after 10 am mass. Dad would dump me in front of her ranch style at 10:26 on the 
dot and I walked the two miles home about noon or so. I have to tell you, she may have been old 
but that bat was as sharp as a tack. I’d come in, throw my sport coat over the lavender sofa, may-
be finger a donut or two from the plate she’d left on the counter, and she’d start to talk. And boy 
did she talk. You name a topic and she’d go. Being a stewardess on a plane right out of universi-
ty. Watching her mother put on lipstick in the mornings as a little girl. The first time she fell in 
love. The first time she fell out of love. The froth of the beers in Dublin. How to properly saddle 
a horse. The smell of my grandfather’s pipe. We talked about it all. Or I guess you could say she 
talked about it. I couldn’t have gotten in a word in even if I tried. 
 
And throughout it all, every 94 minutes we sat together, Pickwick watched the pair of us. You 
would’ve thought he was God almighty, the way he sat upon his perch, real righteous. Gram said

pickwick
J O R D A N  K U R T Z
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he had a “pious” way about him, whatever the hell that meant. He would ram his head against the 
bars incessantly, making a real healthy amount of noise. And if you ever tried to admonish the 
prince, or even motion to get up out of your goddamn chair, she’d lash out at you, tell you to “sit 
back and sit straight”, and that was the end of that. I swear the bird smiled each time. But yeah, 
I liked the visits to Gram’s. She let me eat whatever I wanted, didn’t give a rat’s ass if I cursed, 
and made me feel like I mattered. Then again, maybe that was in my head. Nine times out of 
ten, we would sit on her sofa, but once in a blue moon we would go out to the garden. She had 
a porch swing that was real easy to settle into, and we would rock with the slow breeze. I’m no 
girl, but I can tell you she had the most beautiful roses. Big red ones that looked like they’d burst 
if you poked them. In fact, I’m almost certain if you had touched them they’da stained your skin 
straight to the bone. Gram let me bring a bundle home to Mom one time. I put them square in 
the center of our dining room table and waited for her to say something. She never did. Anyway, 
no matter where we were, or what we talked about, Gram would have to attend to Pickwick half-
way through our time together. Didn’t matter if she was right about to tell me the meaning of life, 
or what the first pull of a cigarette felt like, the damn bird would win every time. “Michael,” she’d 
say. “I’ve got to go see about Pickwick.” And up she would get to walk over to his throne on the 
sill. I never really paid much attention to her when she did leave. She had all these photographs 
about the room, and I stared at them every time I visited. She might’ve been to every continent 
for all I know-the pictures sure made it seem so. There she was at the Great Wall, Buckingham 
Palace, the Taj Mahal, but my favorite was this one she had propped up against the fireplace. It 
was a real tiny one, maybe about the size of a billfold, black and white. It was taken by a ranch 
hand when she spent a summer in Wyoming in college, she told me. In the picture she’s leaning 
against a wooden fence, her back to the camera. You can’t see any of her face, but you can tell 
she’s pretty. You just know. I can’t say why it’s my favorite, and she laughed at me when I told her 
as much, but after I stopped talking, she sort of looked at it and sighed, and I knew it was her 
favorite too. 
 
The one time I didn’t find myself pouring over her photographs I watched her go over to Pick-
wick. She let her fingers graze the blue ribbon gently, and then she peered through the bars with 
such love and veneration I had to rub my eyes to make sure she was still looking at Pickwick and 
not Jesus incarnate. The adoration she had for that goddamn bird was truly religious. Which was 
why I should have known better than to ask her one Sunday afternoon to let him out of his cage. 
She turned on me with such wrath that I reckoned she’d knock the pictures clean off the walls. 
“Let him out of the cage? Risk that he may escape or be injured? You’re really plain reckless, Mi-
chael,” and I’ll tell you I never asked again, no sir. The goddamn prince would remain untouch-
able. And so he did for about a year of Sundays before it happened. I say “it” because I still don’t 
know what it was. Like that one time she was babbling away about her first ride on the train, 
and then she’d said, “Now Michael, aren’t you hungry?”, and I’d said, “I suppose Gram” and she 
whipped up something in a few minutes flat and we’d sat back down. So, I’d said. So what? She’d 
replied, hands smoothing her pant leg. She’d plain forget that she had been telling a story in the 
first place. Or that other time, we’d just sat down to talk, and she looked at her gold wrist watch 
and said something like, Oh Michael, I didn’t mean to keep you here so long. You ought to get back 
to your family- fifteen minutes had gone by. I didn’t think nothing of it at first. So maybe a couple 
of her screws were coming loose. She had to be 70 or so. These sorta things happen. Right? Until it
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started happening not occasionally, but every time. She didn’t want to talk about her trips any-
more, or about the men who had fallen in love with her. We stopped going outside altogether; I 
remember the last visit I saw the roses alive. She couldn’t laugh about her old friends anymore 
because she had forgotten their names, and she didn’t tell me to sit straight anymore. She didn’t 
care. The second to last Sunday before it won we were sitting at the table eating breakfast. It was 
the first time she had prepared a proper meal for me in God knows when, and I almost thought 
things were normal. It was scrambled eggs and bacon, peppered. She sat across from me and 
smiled as I bit into my eggs. I smiled back, until I felt them splintering my gums. The eggs were 
full of shells. “Everything alright, Michael?” and I said yes but nothing was alright. I turned to 
look at the fireplace, looking for the picture of her leaning up against the fence.  My favorite. 
The one where you couldn’t see her face. And all of a sudden I didn’t like it at all. Bile rose in my 
throat and I grabbed my sport coat from the table, stumbling like a drunk to the foyer. She called 
after me but it was no better than talking to the wind. I opened the door and ran and ran and ran 
and ran. Pickwick watched me from the sill. 

I didn’t go back to Gram’s for two months of Sundays after that. The first Sunday I told Dad I 
didn’t want to go, he asked Why. Because she made me eggs with shells in them. Because she 
doesn’t remember what it’s like to be in love anymore. Because she wouldn’t understand about 
how I used to believe the roses would stain my hands. Because I want to know the face of the girl 
leaning against the fence but now I know I never will. I told Dad she was just getting boring. And 
that was that. I can’t tell you how many times I walked the two miles back to her house at nights. 
I would stand outside her door and look at the distorted reflection of the moon on the hood of 
the Cadillac. Listen for the groan of the porch swing. Pretend that I could still smell the roses. I 
came close to knocking some nights, truly. But then I thought of Pickwick, below the blue rib-
bon, and how the knocking might encourage the sunavabitch to bash his head against the cage, 
so I never did. Goddamn prince that bird was. I was moping around a hell of a lot, and I figured I 
ought to try finding a“silver lining”, or whatever optimistic bullshit it is that Mom fed her pa-
tients at the hospital. I found Jonathan out in the garage with a girl of his some Thursday night 
and decided to tell them about Gram and her stories. I thought Jonathan would get a kick out of 
Pickwick especially. I told them the best stories I could remember, and afterwards all he said was, 
“Cute Michael”, and he and the girl were gone. I couldn’t carry on like that anymore, like Gram 
was some kind of character in a cheap paperback you read that you like but you end up tossing 
under the bed anyway. So on the first Sunday of August after 10 am mass, I told Dad to take me 
to Gram’s. He didn’t question it. He was never a man to give much but at least he offered me that 
courtesy. I walked up the pathway, the fumes of the station wagon on my tongue. I knew things 
wouldn’t be the same, how could they be? But I needed the stories. I needed the routine. Maybe 
I needed her. I knocked and heard shuffling to the door. She greeted me wearing a bathrobe the 
color of a November sky. “Michael”, she said, and I went in. I don’t know what I was expecting. 
I don’t think she did either. She led me to the couch, and we sidled up next to one another like 
nothing had transpired, like the egg shells were never really there. She actually let me talk, and 
the more I started talking, the more I felt the evenness of her gaze, the better I felt. Things are 
okay again. I could even stomach looking at the picture. Until I noticed. Pickwick was gone. 
The cage sat empty on the sill, and the ribbon lay limply between the bars. But he was gone. No 
prince on the throne. “Gram,” I said, and my breath hitched in my throat and stupid hot tears
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were on my lips. “Where is he?” Where was Pickwick- the goddamn bird that sat shot gun. The 
bird that bashed its head against the bars. The bird that couldn’t sing, that never flew. The bird 
that was the one tie left to Gram.

“Where is he?” 

“Where is who, Michael?” 

“Where’s Pickwick?”

Who is Pickwick, she said.

9
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P I A N O

P A P E R S
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I have always loved art and music. When I was little, I kept sketchbooks and 
sang around the house all day, much to my parents’ annoyance. In school, I 
took art classes and soon took additional courses at a private institution in 
the afternoons. I focused mostly on painting before high school, and then 

moved to charcoal and colored pencils. I am now exploring various media, 
including ink and digital renderings as a B.F.A. Studio Art major.

In addition to my artistic pursuits, I also studied piano and voice for several 
years. I currently compose musical pieces for piano and strings. Whenever I 

can, I combine the auditory and visual arts in my practice.

This series, entitled Piano Papers, focuses on this combination. In my piano 
study, I memorize each piece, including my own compositions. Once I have 

it fully memorized, I go to the studio and get a large sheet of paper. After 
securing it with tape to the table, I dip my fingers in India ink and “play” 

across the paper. What is shown on the page is the continuous movement of 
my hands as they play across the keys, each motion previously memorized. I 
always begin with black India ink, and after that dries I go back with colored 

inks such as blue, purple, or green.

Once the ink stage is complete, I photograph the piece and upload it to Pho-
toshop. There, I invert the image, representing a musical transposition. No 

other editing is done to the piece. Finally, I print the image on canvas.

I have submitted Claire de Lune and Minuet in G Major, inspired by Claude 
Debussy and Johann Sebastian Bach, respectively.

This is an ongoing series and is open for commission.

T H E  P R O C E S S
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C L A I R E  D E  L U N E 

Claire de Lune
Gabriella Graceffo

Ink on paper; digital inversion
36x24 in.
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M I N U E T  I N  G  M A J O R

Minuet in G Major
Gabriella Graceffo

Ink on paper; digital inversion
36x24 in.
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J A M E S  D A V I E S ’ S  J - C U R V E 
T H E O R Y  A P P L I E D  T O 

T H E  A M E R I C A N  M I D D L E 
C L A S S :

T H E  P R E C O N D I T I O N S  F O R 
R E V O L U T I O N  A R E 

P R E S E N T 

B Y  M I C H A E L  R O B E R T S O N



1. INTRODUCTION: SUMMARY, THEORY, 
RESEARCH QUESTION, & HYPOTHESIS

 1.1. SUMMARY: The preconditions for revo-
lution are present in the America. This paper exam-
ined the American middle class as a possible source for 
revolutionary insurgents against the incumbent state. 
To evaluate whether and to what degree the precon-
ditions for revolution exist in America, this paper 
applied James Davies’s J-curve theory to the American 
middle class, which has risks factors for potentially 
becoming revolutionary insurgents. This paper com-
pared four recessions starting with the recession of  
the early 1980s and ending with the Great Recession 
of  2007-2009. These comparisons demonstrated that 
the Great Recession was uniquely severe among these 
recessions, and the Great Recession is also part of  a 
longer trend of  falling wages and growing distrust of  
government. Moreover, in the paradigm of  Davies’s 
J-curve theory, the American economy since 1981 has 
experienced objective gains, but the Great Recession 
was the sharp economic decline that incites fear for 
the present and future among the middle class. Be-
cause of  widespread anxiety about future economic 
growth among the middle class, the economic anxiety 
among the middle class has reached the threshold lev-
els to become socially destabilizing. The program that 
would address the problems of  the middle class would 
address income inequality, economic unfairness, and 
labor competition from other countries. Geographi-
cally the middle class is most prone to revolutionary 
activities in urban areas. Finally, the middle class has 
a strong and growing distrust of  the government. This 
distrust towards the government was, in large part, 
created out of  a feeling that the government is re-
sponsible for the economic collapse during the Great 
Recession. Therefore according to Davies’s theory the 
preconditions for revolution among the middle class 
have been met.

 1.2. THEORY: Davies’s J-curve theory postu-
lated that if  long-term economic growth is followed by 
a short-term economic decline accompanied with a

widespread expectation of  continued economic decline, 
then revolutions are likely to occur. Davies identified 
the causal sequence in the following way: “If  environ-
mental circumstances are sufficiently frustrating to basic 
expectations, which are organically rooted in the minds 
of  men, people will turn to violence. If  government is 
blamed for the frustrations, people will turn to politi-
cal violence” (Davies, 1974, 610). There is a temporal 
dimension to the first step in the sequence of  economic 
decline. According to Davies, “Revolutions are most 
likely to occur when a prolonged period of  objective 
economic and social development is followed by a 
short period of  sharp reversal” (1962, 6). In the J-curve 
theory economic decline plays the role of  a catalyst for 
revolution. The subjective psychological state of  people 
is the risk factor, and revolution is the potential out-
come.    

 1.3. RESEARCH QUESTION, & 
 HYPOTHESIS: In America an extended 
period of  economic growth was punctuated by the 
Great Recession. Because of  the Great Recession many 
members of  the American middle class began to fear 
that their future would be less prosperous than their 
past. This apparent dovetailing of  facts and theory leads 
to the following research questions. How fearful has the 
American middle class become about their prospects for 
future economic growth? How likely is it that the Amer-
ican middle class could develop the preconditions for 
becoming socially unstable over the course of  the next 
ten to twenty years? The hypothesis for this research is 
that the American middle class has become sufficiently 
fearful of  future economic decline for them to enter 
into a pre-revolutionary condition, and thus there is an 
elevated risk for revolution in American within the next 
ten to twenty years. 
 The body of  this paper will be organized into 
five sections. (2) Who would be the most likely class to 
become revolutionary? (3) Where would revolutionary 
activity be the most likely to take place? (4) What are 
the revolutionary demands of  the middle class? (5) why 
would a revolutionary precondition occur? Finally, (6) 
the last section will summarize the findings of  this 
paper.
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2. WHO ARE THE LIKELY 
INSURGENTS IN A REVOLU-
TIONARY AMERICA
The American middle class has 
been the class that has seen its rela-
tive and absolute economic stand-
ing fall the furthest since 1981. 
Contributing to the decline in the 
middle class’s economic standing 
was the role the government played 
as patron to the special interests 
of  the wealthy. Lawrence Mishel, 
Josh Bivens, Elise Gould, and Heidi 
Shierholz wrote, “Since the late 
1970s, economic policy has increas-
ingly served the interests of  those 
with the most wealth, income, and 
political power and effectively shift-
ed economic returns from typical 
American families to the already 
well-off” (2012, 7). As shall later be 
seen the transformation of  

economic distress into political 
grievance is a key step in the revolu-
tionary process, so the fact that the 
government contributed to the eco-
nomic decline of  the middle class is 
significant for the creation of  revolu-
tionary preconditions. The existence 
and strength of  the middle class 
has been recognized as a frequent 
precondition for democratization. 
Writing about the other end of  the 
equation, the sustainment of  democ-
racy, Francis Fukuyama noted, “The 
future of  democracy in developed 
countries will depend on their ability 
to deal with the problem of  a disap-
pearing middle class” (2014, 450). 
Thus the justifications for studying 
the middle class in this paper are 
two-fold. The middle class is a caus-
ative agent of  both the preservation 
and destruction of  the current social

system in America. 

3. WHAT ARE THE 
DEMANDS OF THE MIDDLE 
CLASS
In a globalized economy the Amer-
ican middle class is facing econom-
ic pressure caused by globalization, 
automation, and efficiency cost 
reductions. Thus the middle class 
seeks solutions to its economic in-
security. “The sharp rise in income 
inequality in the United States 
between 1979 and 2007 is apparent 
in every major data source and is 
almost universally recognized by re-
searchers” (Mishel, Bivens, Gould, 
& Shierholz, 2012, 80). Economic 
inequality produces resentment of  
the system and then disaffection 
from the system. Extreme inequali-
ty can also represent an outcome

of  an unfair economic, social, and political system.

Another element of  the hostility of  the middle class towards the govern-
ment has been a sense of  betrayal. As Edward Luce wrote, “Many Amer-
icans believe that they have been duped of  their birthright by unfair com-
petition from Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and China and now India” 
(2012, 40). Many Americans blame the government for the higher levels 
of  global labor competition and lower levels of  job security. The problems 
the American middle class has faced have originated from domestic (rising 
inequality) and international sources (outsourcing of  jobs), but both of  
these types of  economic challenges are similar because they are rooted in 
unfairness. The American middle class believes that large corporations 
have rigged the system from within through their economic leverage 
over politicians who need money for their reelection, and Americans also 
believe that trade agreements have opened up once safe manufacturing 
jobs to foreign competition. Therefore the American middle class seeks to 
restore economic security and prosperity by remaking the system under

the principles of  fairness and op-
portunity.

4. WHERE WOULD THE REV-
OLUTION BE MOST LIKELY 
TO TAKE PLACE
As was just observed, the story of  
the shrinking of  the middle class is 
concomitantly the story of  growing 
wealth inequality in America. This 
inequality produces anxiety that in 
turn fosters resentment of  the gov-
ernment. Inequality is the highest 
in urban areas, so revolutions are 
most likely in urban areas accord-
ing to the J-curve theory as applied 
to contemporary America. Areas of  
the highest levels of  wealth inequal-
ity includes the “largest metropoli-
tan regions, such as New York, Los 
Angeles, Chicago, the San
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Francisco Bay Area, Houston, and the entire metro-
politan Northeast corridor. Inequality is also higher 
throughout the South, especially in New South labor 
markets such as Raleigh–Durham–Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina” (Parks, 2012, 711-712). Because urban areas 
have the highest levels of  inequality, they are also poten-
tial hotspots of  revolution.

5. WHY WOULD THE AMERICAN MIDDLE 
CLASS BECOME REVOLUTIONARY
According to Davies’ J-curve theory, the American mid-
dle class is susceptible to becoming revolutionary if  the 
three following conditions are met in order. First, the 
economic conditions for the middle must decline after 
a long period of  growth. Second, 
a large proportion of  the middle 
class must have severe psychological 
anxiety about their future econom-
ic prosperity. Finally, this severe 
psychological anxiety about eco-
nomic issues must be accompanied 
by a politicization of  the perceived 
grievance among the middle class. 
 Fitting into each one of  
these sequences is evidence to sup-
port the existence of  these precon-
ditions in the correct order. Accord-
ing to Barry Cynamon and Steven 
Fazzari noted, “[T]he US economy 
performed reasonably well in the 
decades leading up to the Great 
Recession. Unemployment fell from 
high values in the late 1970s and early 1980s, macro-
economic volatility declined and recessions were mod-
est” (2016, 376). Economic progress in the past is the 
necessary contrast to the sharp economic decline, and 
this contrast is what helps to produce psychological fear. 
About the effects of  the Great Recession on the mid-
dle class Fabian Pfeffer, Sheldon Danziger, and Robert 
Schoeni observed, “The share of  households at the 
middle quintile that was demoted to the lowest quintile 
doubled… from 5.1 percent before the recession to 10.8 
percent after the recession” (2013, 110). The economic 
wellbeing of  the middle class plays a special role in the 
political wellbeing of  a nation, so these statistics about 
downward mobility indicate that the middle class has 
experienced a sharp economic decline after a period of  
growth. Anna Jefferson suggested that the loss of  eco-
nomic status and security among the middle class has 
become an issue of  mental dissonance: “A long string

of  economic crises, institutional failures, and a per-
ceived loss of  morality have left people feeling that 
America and its middle classes are “not what they 
used to be” but not knowing precisely what they are 
or might become” (2015, 322). The uncertainty and 
loss felt by the American middle class was transformed 
into hostility. About the development of  this hostility 
Thomas Cushman wrote, “One of  the most signifi-
cant findings in large-scale survey research is that after 
only 1 year of  recession, Americans did not blame 
large corporations and banks for the recession, as they 
had earlier on… Americans came to see themselves 
as victims of  politics rather than economics” (2015, 
17). Political grievances with an economic dimen-

sion are harder to treat than 
purely economic grievances. 
In the political system power 
is often a zero-sum resource, 
but in the economic system 
sometimes all boats can rise 
together. Thus resolution of  
political disaffection often 
means changing political 
institutions and thus shifting 
power from incumbents to 
insurgents. Political grievance 
and disaffection is often a risk 
factor for revolution. Thus in 
the American economic and 
political system the elements 
of  Davies’s J-curve are pres-
ent.  

 5.1. MEASURING ECONMIC DECLINE  
 AFTER GROWTH: This paper will use two 
measurements, (1) average annual growth rate of  
gross domestic product (GDP) per capita and (2) aver-
age household median income growth in 2014 dollars, 
to ascertain the economic conditions that the middle 
class has experienced from 1981 to the present. The 
justification for using these two measurements is that 
annual average growth rate of  GDP per capita mea-
sures the overall condition of  the American econo-
my, and average annual income growth adjusted for 
inflation gives and indication of  the state of  the labor 
market. This timeframe was chosen because based on 
GDP per capita the Great Recession was the most se-
vere economic decline in American since the recession 
in the early 1980s. A sustained period of  growth after 
World War II was followed by the severe economic
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economic down turn in the early 1980s, but there was 
no revolution in the early 1980s. Including data from 
early than 1981 would include a period of  time in 
which the middle class was politically stable, but this 
research is designed to measure present preconditions 
for instability, not past conditions of  stability. 

Moreover, this paper uses the evaluative criteria of  av-
erage income growth adjusted for inflation and annual 
growth rate of  GPD per capita to measure instability 
because previous J-curve studies have used these evalu-
ative criteria. Carl Knutsen used the J-curve theory to 
determine the relationship between changes in income 
level and revolution, and he operationalized the pre-
condition of  economic decline by measuring the year-
to-year variation in GDP per capita and income level 
(2014, 924-925). This research makes one adjustment to 
Knutsen’s evaluative criterion strategy. Quality of  life is 
tied to purchasing power, and purchasing power is tied 
to income adjusted for inflation. Thus this research will 
examine income levels adjusted for inflation. 

 5.2. GDP PER CAPITA IN 
 AMERICA SINCE 1981: As measured by 
annual average growth of  GDP per capita in constant 
dollars the economic recovery from the Great recession 
has been weaker and slower than the economic recov-
ery since every recession since the early 1980s. The data 
analyzed in this paper about the annual average growth 
rate of  GDP per capita was obtained through a dataset 
available through the World Bank’s World DataBank 
website. From 1981 to 2014 (2014 is the last year for 
which data are available) the average rate of  growth of  
GDP per capita was 1.72%, but from 2008 to 2014 the 
average rate of  GDP per capita was 0.32% (“American 
GDP Per Capita,” 2016). This differential of  1.30% 
between the total average and the post-Great Recession 
average suggests that a long period of  economic growth 
has been followed by a prolonged period of  slow eco-
nomic growth. Of  course, this relationship between

the long-term and the short-term economic picture is 
significant because it fits in perfectly with the J-curve 
model. 
 To make valid comparisons among the re-
coveries the data must be organized in a comparable 
manner. Only five years of  data are available after 
the first year of  positive growth after the Great Reces-
sion. Counting after the last year of  negative growth 
of  GDP per capita occurred, this research analyzed 
five years of  growth of  GDP per capita growth rates. 
Thus this process of  categorizing data equalized the 
comparisons among the datasets. Analyzing the data 
in this way produces four five-year periods of  post-re-
cession growth that are shown below.  
When the recovery after each recession is compared 
with each other, then it becomes clear that the Great 
Recession was uniquely severe in degree and duration. 
Among the four recessions analyzed in these data, the 
Great Recession was unique because it produced two 
consecutive years of  negative growth in the average 
growth in GDP per capita. During the Great Reces-
sion the average growth in GDP per capita fell by 
-1.23% in 2008, and then in 2009 the average growth 
in GDP per capita fell by-3.62% (“American GDP 
Per Capita,” 2016). The next most severe recession 
was the recession of  the early 1980s. In the 1980s the 
average growth in GDP per capita fell by -2.84% in 
1982, but the next year in 1983 the average growth in 
GDP per capita grew by 3.68% (“American GDP Per 
Capita,” 2016). The psychological effect of  two years 
of  negative growth followed by five years of  tepid 
growth has undermined confidence in the future. In 
turn, this could lead to the preconditions for a revolu-
tionary psychological anxiety among the middle class.

 5.3. AVERAGE ANNUAL MEDIAN   
 HOUSEHOLD INCOME LEVELS IN 
 2014 DOLLARS SINCE 1981: The data 
about average annual median household income 
demonstrate that the effects of  the Great Recession
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Figure 1. Comparing Post-Recession Recoveries as Measured by Average Growth in GDP Per Capita
Five-Year Post-Recession Time Period Growth Rate During the Five-Years Post-Recession

1983-1986 3.61%
1992-1996 2.07%
2001-2005 1.93%
2010-2014 1.42%

Source: “American GDP Per Capita,” 2016



 were more acute than the other 
three recessions. The data for this 
analysis of  average annual income 
were obtained from United States 
Census Bureau’s website. From 
1981 to 2014 the average rate of  
growth for annual income was 
0.10% (“Median and Mean In-
come,” 2015). The most severe 
decline in both relative (-3.56%) 
and absolute (-$2,044) income 
occurred 2008, and the next most 
severe decline in both relative 
(-2.58%) and absolute (-$1,418) 
occurred in 2010, when the Great 
Recession had official ended 
(“Median and Mean Income,” 
2015). These statistics are signif-
icant because average median 
household income affects peoples’ 
daily lives. Moreover, income levels 
seriously affect the psychological 
outlook people have on their future 
wellbeing. Based their polling data 
collected through the Michigan 
Surveys of  Consumers after the 
Great Recession had ended, Eric 
French, Taylor Kelley, and An Qi 
concluded, “[E]xpected income 
growth declined significantly 
during the Great Recession for all 
age, income, and education groups. 
It is the worst drop ever observed in 
these data, and it has not yet fully 
recovered to pre-recession levels” 
(2013, 28). As would be expected in 
Davies’s theory, the objective economic reality is nega-
tively affecting the psychological outlook of  people.

Four five-year periods of  the average annual median 
household income have been computed in Figure 2, 
which appears on the following page. This choice of  
analyzing five years of  data was made because there 
are only five years of  data available after the official end 
of  the Great Recession in 2009. Furthermore the data 
is made comparable by using the column of  data from 
the United States Census Bureau that adjusted all dollar 
amounts to 2014 values. 

According to these statistics the 
average annual median house-
hold has neither recovered from 
the recession of  the early 2000s 
nor from the Great Recession. 
Thus these figures show that 
average annual median house-
hold levels have been bellow the 
1981-2014 trend line since the 
early 2000s. Therefore as mea-
sured by both average annual 
median household income and 
annual average growth of  GDP 
per capita the American econ-
omy experienced two decades 
of  objective economic growth. 
Following that growth the 
Great Recession caused a sharp 
economic decline in wealth as 
measured by macroeconomic 
and microeconomic indicators. 
Finally, the economy has never 
returned to pre-Great Recession 
levels as measured by average 
annual median household and 
annual average growth of  GDP 
per capita. 

   5.4. ANXIOUS 
   PSYCHOLOGICAL 
   STATE AMONG THE 
   MIDDLE CLASS: The 

next task of  this research is to 
ascertain whether the decline in 
objective economic conditions 
has been followed by subjective 
decline in personal confidence in 
the economy. According to Mark 
A. Johnson and Atsuyuki Naka 
consumer sentiment surveys ask 
consumers “how they perceive 
their future economic situation” 
(2014, 46). Therefore consum-

er sentiment surveys are one way of  measuring the 
psychological state of  the middle class regarding their 
aggregated feelings about the current and future state 
of  the economy. The data for this paper’s analysis of  
consumer sentiment was obtained through the website 
for the Survey Research Center of  the University of
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Michigan. There are six years of  data available from 
the Index of  Consumer Sentiment after the end of  the 
Great Recession in 2009. To make valid comparisons 
this research averaged the annual score for six years 
after the official end of  each recession. The results can 
be found in Figure 3.

Just as with the objective economic measurements, the 
subjective economic measurements show that the Amer-
icans have never fully recovered from the psychological 
blow from the Great Recession. Moreover, in 2008 the 
Index of  Consumer Sentiment showed the all-time low-
est level of  consumer confidence at 63.7, and the fourth 
all-time lowest of  consumer confidence at occurred in 
2009 at 66.3 (“Index of  Consumer Sentiment,” 2015). 
In addition, the average level of  consumer confidence 
from 1981 to 2015 was 86.6 (“Index of  Consumer Sen-
timent,” 2015), so the average level of  consumer con-
fidence after the end of  the Great Recession has been 
well bellow the trend line. These data demonstrate that

the unprecedented fall in objective economic condi-
tions is strongly correlated with an unprecedented fall 
in subjective psychological conditions. All of  these 
data about consumer sentiment are significant be-
cause they indicate that the American middle class is 
in a psychologically distressed state about their current 
and future economic wellbeing. 

 5.5. POLITICIZATION OF GRIEVANCE   
 AMONG MIDDLE CLASS: The next part 
of  revolutionary precondition sequence in the J-curve 
theory is that the economic grievance of  the middle 
class should become a political grievance. There are 
strong data to support the conclusion that economic 
grievance has become a political grievance. As for 
operationalizing this issue of  political grievance, Paul 
Whiteley, Harold D. Clarke, David Sanders, and Mar-
ianne Stewart argued that if  people believe that the 
government’s policies on the economy are ineffective, 
then they will progressively lose their trust in 
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Figure 2. Comparing Post-Recession Recoveries as Measured by Average Median Household Income by 
2014 Dollars

Five-Year Post-Recession Time Period Growth Rate During the Five-Year Post Recession 
Time Period

1983-1987 1.93%
1992-1996 0.68%
2002-2006 -0.10%
2010-2014 -0.45%

Source: “Median and Mean Income:1975 to 2014,” 2015

Figure 3. Comparing Post-Recession Recoveries as Measured by the Index of Consumer Sentiment
Six-Year Post-Recession Time Period Average of the Consumer Sentiment Index

1983-1988 92.93
1992-1997 90.15
2002-2007 89.13
2010-2015 78.65

Source: “Index of Consumer Sentiment,” 2015

Figure 4. Comparing Post-Recession Recoveries as Measured by Percentage of Trust in Government
Five-Year Post-Recession Time Period Average of the Percentage of Trust in Government

1983-1988 42.1%
1992-1997 25.28%
2002-2007 35.05%
2010-2015 19.71%

Source: “Public Trust in Government,” 2015



 government (2015, 234). This paper obtained data 
from the Pew Charitable Trust’s website. After the 
Great Recession there are only six years of  complete 
data about trust in government. This research com-
pared the six years of  polling data after the official end 
of  each recovery. The tabulated results appear in 
Figure 4. 

Across all of  these 
post-recession recovery 
periods the trend is for 
a decline in the trust 
in government. This 
indicates that political 
grievance was growing 
against the government 
regardless of  the Great 
Recession. It is nota-
ble that the years with 
the first, second, third, 
and fifth lowest years 
of  public trust in gov-
ernment occurred after 
the Great Recession in 
2011, 2014, 2012, and 
2013 (“Public Trust in 
Government,” 2015). 
Thus economic griev-
ance has become politi-
cal grievance.

6. SUMMARY OF 
REVOLUTIONARY 
PRECONDITIONS
In terms of  all four 
measurement and the comparisons made in this paper, 
the Great Recession saw both the lowest figures and 
lowest level of  improvement when compared with the 
thirty-four year trend line in economic measurement 
and psychological measurements. All of  these data are 
highly significant because each measurement strongly 
suggests that contemporary America fits into the J-curve 
model. Therefore the preconditions for revolution exit 
in America, so there is an elevated risk of  revolution in 
America within the next ten to twenty years.
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PREFACE: ABOUT 
DALLAS REFUGEE 
ENGAGEMENT 
PROJECT
During this project, I collaborated 
with team of  Southern Methodist 
University students enrolled in the 
Project Management course at the 
Cox School of  Business. In order 
to benefit the International Res-
cue Committee (IRC), we hosted a 
computer hardware drive and pro-
vided a class on technology literacy 
and English as a Second Language 
(ESL) to refugee participants. I, 
along with two other team mem-
bers, received a grant under the 
SMU Engaged Learning Fellow-
ship (ELF ) to help fund the project. 
These funds covered the cost of  
some computer units and

the Rosetta Stone English language software. A total of  11 participants 
and their families benefitted from the donations and the class. They were 
able to take their laptops with them at the end of  the class, expediting 
their English learning from the comfort and convenience of  their homes.
 
My role as Outreach Coordinator primarily dealt with creating and man-
aging networks with our donors, hardware suppliers, and grant providers. 
I contacted corporations and small companies for computer hardware 
donations and created a permanent network between the IRC and com-
panies who donated in order to encourage future support of  the IRC’s 
fundraising endeavors. 

I also guided the team through the training process mandated by the In-
ternational Review Board (an organization that works with ELF students 
in order to train those who are handling sensitive people groups). Further-

more I handled the bulk software purchase covered by 
the grant, working with a Rosetta Stone Opportunity 
Development Specialist to process the tax exemption. 
 
Regarding promotion and media outreach, I planned 
the promotional aspects (flyers, media placement, etc) 
of  our small hardware drive, which took place on the 
SMU campus. Furthermore, I was the point of  contact 
for our KERA media outreach.  Coverage by KERA 
news drew additional donor interest and the project 
was extended into the Spring 2017 semester with a 
new class in April. 
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I was also in charge of  faciliating participant 
feedback following the actual class at IRC, writ-
ing questions that would help me and my team 
best understand how well we met the participants’ 
needs and how well the class was conducted. We 
used this feedback to evaluate what strengths and 
weaknesses our project had. 

At the end of  the Project Management course, we 
submitted a project portfolio deliverable covering 
the planning process and execution of  the project 
in detail. The contents of  this project portfolio 
begin on the next page.



“IT IS MORE IMPORTANT 
THAN EVER TO BUILD A 
UNIVERSITY LEGACY OF 
CIVIC AND COMMUNITY 

ENGAGEMENT”

Stage 3: We put together a presentation on the basics 
of  using the computers donated to IRC and ran the 
participants through the first lesson of  the software 
program.

The project was a success. In total, seven CPUs were 
donated from Forerunner Recycling Center, Dallas, and 
the ELF grant was enough to cover additional laptops 
along with the ESL software. Eleven participants were 
present at the class and were able to take home their 
laptops to share with their families and friends. 
 
Language barriers stand as a top struggle for refugees 
all over the world. Our project was critical because it 
provided an opportunity for continued language train-
ing at the participants’ own convenience and own pace.

PERFORMANCE DATA
The large hardware donation portion of  our project 
was successful as well as our presentation. Much of  our 
success from the hardware donation comes from reach-
ing out the businesses so early. We were able to apply for 
donations across multiple companies, which increased 
our chances of  getting more units. 

The small hardware donation portion of  the project 
failed. This could have been improved by promoting 
the donation drive earlier so more students would have 
been aware that we were hosting it and would have 
known to bring donation items earlier in advance. Con-
versely, we could have focused on small businesses that 
we could approach individually about donations.

The following criteria were used to determine the suc-
cess of  D-REP:

•A minimum of  five computers is acquired and 
prepared for use for refugees before the training 
event: This was successful as seven CPU units 
were donated and eleven laptops were pur-
chased with grant funds for class use. 

•ESL software is installed on the devices: This 
was successful as we had the ESL software in-
stalled on all eleven laptops and tested before the 
presentation began.

•A 30 minute presentation is conducted about

PROJECT OVERVIEW
The purpose of  this project was to provide aid 
to refugees who need ESL courses to further 
their integration. The goal was to host a class 
for refugee participants at the International Res-
cue Committee after supplying them with do-
nated and grant-sponsored computer hardware 
and ESL software. During the course of  this 
project, we applied essential management skills 
learned in our Project Management course.

Our methodology involved three stages:

Stage 1: We reached out to major technology 
firms and computer recycling centers for hard-
ware donations. We then held a donation drive 
on campus for small hardware items that could 
provide additional benefits to the participant’s 
learning experience.

Stage 2: We purchased Rosetta Stone software 
from grant money provided by SMU Engaged 
Learning Fellowship (ELF) and installed them 
onto the computers.
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the use of  the hardware and ESL software: This was 
mostly successful. Our presentation was very ben-
eficial to the refugee participants but without even 
including the time it took them to run through the 
first lesson of  the program, the presentation took 
about 45 minutes to complete.

LESSONS LEARNED
There are a number of  lessons from our final analysis 
of  the project and these will provide insight for future 
projects. These include but are not limited to:

•Communication with the project sponsor is highly 
valuable, but should not be excessive. While we were 
aware of  the necessity of  strong communication, we 
underestimated the difficulty of  connecting with the 
project sponsor. Given today’s political climate, the 
IRC is very resource-strapped and therefore must 
coordinate a wide array of  fundraising projects. For 
this reason, it was sometimes difficult to coordinate 
our schedules with the project sponsor. In the future, 
it may be helpful to have a weekly standup meeting 
to make sure everyone receives the updates in a 
timely manner.

•Flexibility goes a long way. Though we felt like we 
over-prepared for the project, we still did not real-
ize that the curiosity of  the refugees would be the 
ultimate driver of  the pace and style of  the En-
glish language session. Once we became cognizant 
of  the need to keep the presentation in a flexible, 
quasi-montessori style, we found that the refugees 
gained the most benefit. With the amount of  plan-
ning we had, we were ready for anything. However, 
we still needed to be aware that a plan should be 
able to change at any time. In the future, this bal-
ance between organization and flexibility will come 
in handy on a number of  projects.

•Division and specialization of  labor. Each of  our 
team members came into this project with a variety 
of  individual strengths and skills and from the 

beginning, we coordinated tasks in line with each 
person’s aptitudes. We were incredibly fortunate 
to have a team with a diverse array of  talents 
allowing each person to lead a component of  the 
project. In the future, we will each continue to 
build teams that allow for a small group to have a 
wide scope of  potential impact.

•We can always use more money. Applying for 
Engaged Learning was a phenomenal way to 
institutionalize our project and receive additional 
funding to operationalize our intended goals. Re-
ceiving three fellowships supported an injection 
of  cash that allowed for the purchase of  eleven 
laptops and licences of  ESL software. Despite 
the substantial grant received, the group could 
have scaled this project further with additional 
funding. In the future, the group will attempt 
to expand thier options for financial capital so 
that projects can be implemented on a large and 
sustainable scale.

ROLE OF CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
With SMU’s increasing commitment to shaping 
world changers in the Dallas community, it is more 
important than ever to build a university legacy of  
civic and community engagement. Our engagement 
specifically targeted a vulnerable refugee population 
segment that faces seemingly perpetual obstacles to 
resettlement and integration. By using a human-cen-
tered design approach from external projects, we 
realized that one of  the key needs to improving the 
quality of  life for this population was to provide a 
fundamental background in English language train-
ing. As many of  these refugees are new to the United 
States from oppressive regimes and we wanted to 
provide a welcoming and educational environment to 
demonstrate an engaged Dallas community.

Our work had a number of  success stories, particu-
larly noted in recognition by SMU and the KERA 
radio news service regarding the community impact

27



of  refugee resettlement work. Be-
yond the traditional media outlets, 
we received more personal acco-
lades alluding to the success of  the 
program. For example, we received 
an email with a quote from a Con-
golese beneficiary saying: “This 
a dream come true. I still can’t 
believe it.”1

Regarding the business sector, 
where most of  Public Equity’s 
team members will settle upon 
graduation, we feel this beneficia-
ry’s quote reflects why companies 
should devote time to improving 
their corporate social responsibility 
and furthermore their triple bot-
tom line. As social impact will take 
a greater role in the twenty-first 
century, it is important to train 
tomorrow’s business leaders on the 
importance of  mitigating today’s 
social challenges. These projects 
promote a cognizance of  cultural 
intelligence that will build the social 
acumen necessary to shape future 
business and policy.

Each member in Public Equity has 
had experience working toward 
social welfare in the past, but no 
one in our group has completed a 
project of  the same magnitude as

D-REP. This project brought a necessary service-learning component 
that will provide lifelong lessons on community engagement. Projects like 
D-REP ensure that SMU students can make a difference in the lives of  
others, and this will continue to impact each of  us for years to come.

1 (As cited by Alex Laywell, personal communication, November 19, 
2016).
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D I A L O G U E
A N D R E A  N G U Y E N

Here, my hand, he says.
Yes, here. To hold? Who?

Does one hold the other or is one held?

No answer.
Who knows.

Unimportant.

Turn around.
Ask instead? Here, my heart.

Smile. Not a question. But yes.
A question.

Answer: both.
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Our bathroom is a small one, as is well warranted for a just slightly over 700 square foot apartment. 
So it would only make sense that fighting in such close quarters would make the words hurt thrice as 
deep. I will admit that I was desperately tired of  our dump dwelling, even though to him it seemed 
to continue to exist as a quaint love cottage. Frustrated at not being understood and much like the 
small little girl that I still feel personifies my soul, I ran into our bathroom. Our bathroom consists 
of  your basic shower, a sink, a drawer or two under the sink, a medicine cabinet, a mirror and of  
course a little bit of  floor. There is barely any room for movement. Once you exit the shower you 
can turn 90 degrees clockwise and voila! You are now using the toilet. Get up off the toilet and 
reverse that 90 degrees counter clockwise and take one step. Now another rotation and you have 
reached the sink. Congratulations. Of  course, there is one more step that allows you to enter the 
bathroom. But, between the doorway and the drawers of  the sink, there is a small crevice of  which I 
found myself  nestled in between that night.

Whilst crying, knees pulled to my chin with arms and head placed in the stereotypical positions 
that I’m sure you can imagine probably with extreme accuracy at this point, I came across a sud-
den realization. Why is it that the first place I have always ran to since I was a small little girl to find 
quiet, amenity, and just a good place to cry is a gross stinky bathroom? Why do most girls do this? 
In fact, “the bathroom” has become so much more than its practical purpose, as do most objects 
that human beings factor into their daily lives. For example, “the bed” is more than just a mattress 
that you sleep on. It’s the place where you lost your virginity, where your mom told you that your 
grandmother had died and you cried about it for hours, the place that he and you would cuddle up 
to binge watch Netflix or eat ice cream for breakfast or argue so stupidly you decided the sane and 
mature decision was to run into the bathroom.

Maybe it’s the American pop culture which is so obviously deeply engraved into our brains that we 
who identify as female are taught to believe in the supposed comfort of  the bathroom. You know 
what I’m talking about – those scenes in movies in which the viewer is shown the “age old tradition” 
of  watching your mother getting ready in the mirror, of  inspecting yourself  minutely for hours mid 
puberty, of  knowing it’s the only place you can safely gossip with your girlfriends while exchanging 
tampon tricks, mascara, and those tiny liquor bottle things. The question is: do we really know if  
these movies are trying to relate to females by depicting natural human behavior or is it really some-
thing that has been so brainwashed into our systems by big corporations that we can’t remember 
what was real and what felt right? Regardless, the fact of  the matter is that humans who identify as 
female have some type of  attachment to bathrooms that cannot be traced back to one single origin.

But this does bring up a huge discussion that is beginning to happen in our society. 
Who belongs in this bathroom that most of  us women adore so much? As far as I know, 
the bathroom has always brought me a sense of  security, a place to belong. Even if  I didn’t get along 

depth in the toilet
A S H N I  P A B L E Y
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I could always find my way to a restroom and gather myself  with a deep sigh and a quick make-
up check. Should we be so overprotective of  this “sacred space” that we deny it to anyone who 
simply doesn’t look the same? Oh wait, I am suddenly reminded of  racial injustice – something 
that this country was proud to “overcome” so long ago. So why should transgender rights be any 
different? If  you feel comfortable here, if  you can find solace in four window-less walls and a 
small white round bowl, then you can be no foe to me.
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A  F L E E T I N G 
T H O U G H T

S A M  G U E R R E R O

How brave are those
who take their own life,

For they must tread the unknown before their call.
How cowardly also are they, those who flee into the never-ending darkness

In hopes of safety from the world they’ve known.
How great the pain they bear, to be so selfish, to forget the ones

That were with them all along.
Perhaps, they weren’t thinking and temptation took hold.

Perhaps, they never knew the truth about their worth, or the light,
That gracious light of generosity, of kindness, of love, that blesses those in its rays.

How ugly then, and how cruel, is that side of humanity,
Which drove and snapped them, the victims of the world, to the end.

But also, how heart-wrenching is it for those left behind, to be
The ones left to grieve.



R U S T  & 
R E S I S T A N C E

SALLY 
KIM
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My first cruise, as part of  the Traveling Artist Res-
idency, was a stimulating experience. For this essay 
and the subsequent exhibition, I will break up my 
experience into three groups: 1) the Cruise culture, 
2) the economic climates in conjunction with my 
travels, and 3) life on the sea. The cruise culture was 
the first aspect of  the trip that I was exposed to. It 
was ubiquitous on the ship. I encountered this cruis-
ing vernacular by eavesdropping and through direct 
conversations. People of  the cruise used this language 
that was unfamiliar to me. I heard phrases like “This 
ship is much nicer,” and “We usually leave the boat 
on the third deck” had a comparative aspect that only 
experienced cruise goers could use. Another show of  
cruising knowledge was spewing facts about the ship 
like, “Well the Carnival Breeze was built in 2012,” 
and “The interior is very new, considering it was reno-
vated only two years ago.” This knowledge put speak-
ers above the new and common passenger.

When viewing the cruise goers, there 
were a few assumptions that I could 
safely make. Most of  these people were 
not rich. Rich people do not go on 
cruises for vacation. Rich people go to 
Bora Bora and seclude themselves from 
anyone who isn’t the serving staff. The 
cruise is full of  sharing and waiting and 
is fully communal. Rich people can 
afford paying more to avoid these in-
conveniences. On the other hand, most 
of  these people are not poor. If  you can 
afford a trip for you and your family 
with all-inclusive food and bottomless 
sodas, you probably are not in the 

lowest income bracket. Most of the passen-
gers are part of the American middle-class 
appropriately and if I had to boil down it 
down to one word, it would be average. 
Something that stood out as I boarded the 
ship in that endless line was that everyone 
looked and felt extremely average. No one 
I saw was outstanding, in terms of looks, 
wealth, or status. Everyone was average, 
equal, and in the middle. What I saw was fit-
ting considering the cruising industry’s main 
appeal was to the middle-class of America:

The modern cruise industry began in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s with the founding 

of Norwegian Cruise Line (1966), Royal Caribbe-
an International (1968) and Carnival Cruise Lines 
(1972), which have remained the largest cruise 
lines. The early goal of the cruise industry was to 
develop a mass market since cruising was until 
then an activity for the elite. A way to achieve this 
was through economies of scale as larger ships 
are able to accommodate more customers as well 
as creating additional opportunities for onboard 
sources of revenue...  The market for the cruise 
industry was by then established and recognized 
as a full-fledged touristic alternative directly com-
peting with well-known resorts areas such as Las 
Vegas or Orlando.1

The equitable environment that existed on the ship 
did succumb to one form of hierarchy. There was a 
color code level on your “Sail and Sign Card,” a card 
that served as your credit card, key, and ID pass for 
the duration of the cruise. From what I gathered 
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from other people, blue meant you were a first-time 
cruiser, red meant this was your second trip. After ver-
ifying online, gold, platinum, and diamond cards are 
issued after amassing certain amount of  points, gained 
by taking several cruises and spending a lot of  money.2  
The gold and platinum members that I talked to on 
the ship revealed many tips and tricks in our conver-
sations.  For example, you can order a baked potato 
any day during dinner even though it’s not on the 
menu. You can also order crème brûlée when it’s not 
on the menu if  you talk to the head dinning director. 
There is also a hidden staircase that only connects to 
the fourth and fifth floor which comes in handy when 
those floors get congested and frequently did as 
the dining/activities were located there. How-
ever, the tricks that I learned from my seniors 
were not applicable to every cruise because this 
was the Carnival Breeze. Only the Carnival 
Breeze had X, Y, and Z while other Carnival 
ships had other specialties. This was all insider 
information that only the experienced cruisers 
would know, information that they would gen-
erously pass to the young blue card holders.  

My second point of  interest, and what had 
initially made up a bulk of  my proposal, was 
the countries visited and their respective 
economies. I was then and still am intrigued 
by the fact that the ship itself  is a vacation for 
its passengers but it is also a vessel that transports us 
to fascinating destinations. In this Caribbean Cruise, 
our set locations were Montego Bay, Jamaica, George 
Town, Grand Cayman, and Cozumel, Mexico. I feel 
as if  my experience in these locations properly exem-
plifies the economic climates of  each country. I was 
severely ripped off in Jamaica. I had to use an ATM in 
Grand Cayman to withdraw cash. Lastly, I visited the 
Museo de Cozumel by chance which was the former 
Gran Hotel Louve, the symbol of  Cozumel’s humble 
economic beginnings.

JAMAICA
When we docked in the Jamaican port, I was relieved 
to finally be on land. After spending two days at sea, I 
found myself  taking two-three hour naps each day to 
kill time and meticulously planning my meals as the 
main events to look forward to. Despite the myriad 
activities crafted to entertain the guests, I was disinter-
ested in participating. All passengers were filtered 

out of  the ship and went into either the excursion or 
shuttle bus line. I set out to take a shuttle to Jimmy 
Buffet’s Margarittaville, a chain restaurant present 
in all three of  the cruise destinations.  The business 
was titled after his hit song “Margaritaville,” and 
both capitalized on strong stereotypes that were well 
received by the tourists. Embodying island escapism, 
Buffet’s song links freedom to vacationing and in-
strumentally mimics the tropical soundscape of  these 
easygoing places. My experience in Jamaica also ex-
hibited these features, as the natives actively appealed 
to tourists and the visitor’s idea of  Jamaica. The 
natives unnaturally often used the phrase “Ya mon.” 

Tourists who wanted to appear humorous and rele-
vant practiced their contrived speech, finishing each 
other’s sentences with “Ya mon!” The natives were in 
on the game and the tourists enjoyed this façade that 
was created just for them. This stereotypical pretense 
continued with the continuous blocks of  the shops 
that lined down the street from Margaritaville. Every 
shop had the same exterior decorated with identical 
products and “SALE” signs. Often, the merchandise 
near the entrance used to entice walkers was either a 
shirt or bag plastered with Bob Marley’s face under a 
green and yellow filter. 

As mentioned before, I was bamboozled by the native 
Jamaicans; perhaps that was the price I paid for being 
an ignorant tourist. Many people yelled at me as I 
walked the streets either catcalling and trying to get 
me to look at their shop. I avoided four blocks worth 
of  shops but then was gently called over by a woman 
standing in the street. I decided to follow her to her
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shop that was tucked away from im-
mediate view. She seemed genuine and 
soft, unlike the previous shop keepers 
but I should have known her motive to 
be the same as the others. She told me 
to look around and allowed me to take 
images of  her shop. She wanted to braid 
my hair and have me look at her other 
friend’s shops. After I made a purchase 
with her, she passed me to her friend 
who escorted me to next shack. The 
shops were essentially the same and I 
didn’t want to purchase but, regretta-
bly, ended buying something. After my 
second purchase, she passed me onto 
another lady and my frustration began to set in. The 
little mall and its merchants were like Sirens. The 
magical experience of  discovering a hidden shop 
began to disappear after I had been transferred from 
shopkeeper to shopkeeper in hopes of  securing more 
and more sales.  Unfortunately for the third lady, I left 
without buying anything much to her disappointment, 
as she kept referring to my previous sales with the 
other shop ladies. 

Despite my financial mishap in Jamaica, I did end 
up visiting the one of  the oldest sugar plantations in 
Montego Bay. The sugar plantation tour sparked my 
interest because I wanted to see and learn about the 
agriculture sector of  Jamaica’s economy. Making up a 
small but crucial 6.6% of  Jamaica’s GDP, agriculture 
has historical significance as well as an economic pur-
pose.3  As the Bellefield Great House, the location of  
my tour, advertises to their potential customers, “Take

a step back in time to the year 1805 when sugar was 
king.” Although the Bellefield sugar plantation was no 
longer used for actual production, the tour addressed 
the process of  sugar making and the history of  the 
Great House and its slaves that created its elite status. 
The increased demand for sugar instigated a large 
influx of  African slaves to process the need, of  course, 
with free, immoral labor that most would obviously 
cringe at today. The malicious history of  slavery in 
Jamaica and the rest of  the Caribbean explains the its 
effects with the population’s representation of  races. 
90% of  the Jamaican population is black, which is a 
result of  the basic economic principle of  supply and 
demand. 4 

My experience in Jamaica revealed its economic state. 
With many natives preying on stronger currency 
of  wealthier visitors and the tourist mimicking the 
country for their own fascination, the tourism indus-

try in Jamaica is vital but problematic. June 
Nash would argue that the “rediscovery of  
value of  such cultural productions by tour-
ists enables people to reclaim at least part of  
their threatened heritage.”5  Tourism is an 
integral part of  the economy as the depen-
dency of  services “accounts for more than 
70% of  the GDP,” which is likely an ultimate 
good for natives and tourists. The idea that 
these countries, in a sense, sell their culture to 
sustain themselves economically is alarming 
at first but later justified. Culture is for sale 
in these countries. Perhaps it is a beneficial 
relationship for the visitors and the natives. It 
certainly is the cruising industry. 
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I boarded the ship about two hours before the depar-
ture at 5:30 P.M. When I told my two cruise buddies 
that I was doing a private tour that wasn’t Carnival 
sponsored they warned me nervously that the boat 
would leave passengers if  they weren’t back by the 
time; however, if  you were on a Carnival excursion, 
they would wait for you. Carnival was slick and pro-
moted this cruise culture with extended benefits for its 
loyal customers. 

THE CAYMAN ISLANDS
The Grand Cayman water was incredibly blue and 
clear allowing people to see the rocks at the bottom. I 
didn’t have any plans at Georgetown because I want-
ed explore the city. Known for their beautiful beaches, 
I was tempted to take a 
cab to the popular Seven 
Mile Beach but I was out 
of  cash after my time in 
Jamaica. I figured it was 
safe and smart to withdraw 
some cash at an ATM. 
When looking at the map, 
I found that I had many 
options because there 
were six banks in the tiny 
section displayed. I went 
to the closest ATM and 
withdrew enough cash to 
get by. I walked around the 
area and looked at all the 
banks and shops. There were fewer people attracting 
tourists and the people who were only stood along the 
water, promoting the scuba diving activities and cab 
rides. There were shops here that you would find in 
America like Victoria’s Secret, MAC, and Popeye’s 
lined with banks and financial institutions and spon-
sors from the Rotary Club. An interesting spot was 
Heroes Square, a memorial spot that thanked “War 
and Merchant Ships” and “Rangers and Unknown 
Ships,” and “Schooners.” Engraved names of  war-
time contributors lacked context but took a bulk of  
the square. In addition to the monument, there was a 
Wall Honor “Commemorating 500 singular contrib-
utors to Cayman Island History” that was presented 
parallel from the Law Court’s Building and surround-
ed by banks.

The Cayman Islands displayed a higher standard of

living compared to Jamaica. Their wealth comes 
from financial services, mainly offshore banking. The 
institutions surrounding the port hinted at that service 
industry with ATM’s, banks, and the specifically fuzzy 
description of  “financial services.” Described as the 
new Swiss banking country, the Cayman Islands is an 
extension of  off shore banking with notably less reg-
ulation.6  This is typically an attractive offer for those 
who participate in tax evasion and exists with mutual 
benefits as 92.5% of  the Cayman Island’s GDP comes 
from these services.7  This exchange leaks into public 
life as people do not pay any tax. The government 
takes fees directly from institutions for permits and 
transactions which makes up their revenue. Like my 
three-dollar fee for the ATM, that seems to be the 

only government 
payment that the 
islands receive. 
The water mug 
that I bought at 
the gift shop, how-
ever, was an even 
ten dollars.

After touring the 
islands, I went to a 
small, rocky beach 
area where people 
were swimming. 
I went into the 
beautiful, clear 

water and saw fish swimming around my feet. Maybe 
this was the island escapism that Jimmy Buffet was 
singing about. Looking out into the ocean, I saw lines 
of  Cruise ships planted on the sea. There were people 
scuba diving in the water and other sea-related ac-
tivities that capitalized on the sea. This location was 
stunning and wealthy. I only wonder how long it will 
last. The offshore banking industry will not last for-
ever, and the islands’ financial dependency on those 
services will lead to its demise. This island’s utopia is 
time sensitive.

MEXICO
Much like Jamaica, Cozumel had lines and lines of  
colorful shops. Vendors would call to you from the 
street, but Sharon and I were not so interested in 
shopping. Downtown was a touristy spot as culture 
was for sale. Vivid colored fabrics flowed in the wind
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hanging from the shops and carefully carved trinkets 
sat on the shelves. The smell of  leather foods sifted out 
from the shops and into the streets, while authentic 
Mexican food restaurants lined every block with mar-
garita lunch specials. It became apparent to me that this 
entire space was devoted to tourists as I could hardly 
believe that natives would ever purchase a sombrero.

Sharon and I were aimlessly walking around until we 
ran into the Museo de Cozumel. This museum was 
devoted to the history of  Cozumel. A fascinating mo-
ment in Cozumel’s history was the time in which the 
island was completely abandoned. After the Spanish 
had invaded modern-day Mexico, the diseases wiped 
out a majority of  native Mayan populations and drove 
out the remaining inhabitants.8  After being abandoned, 
Cozumel was visited by pirates and used as a hideaway 
spot. Permanent residents began to inhabit the island 
during the Caste War of  Yucatán beginning in the year 
1847. The Mayans had rebelled against the Yucatecos, 
inhabitants of  European descent, because the former 
was “infuriated by tax burdens, land expropriations, and 
increasing political violence,” in addition to the historic 
brutalities against the lower classes.9 At the time, people 
were harshly divided by race, class, and wealth, and 
people of  Mayan descent often found themselves poor 
and mistreated.10

After Cozumel was repopulated, the economic sector 
began to enter. The popularity of  chewing gum be-
gan in the late 1800’s and the ingredient supply came 
from the sapodilla tree in Yucatan. The trading port in 
Cozumel became a point of  interest and multiple hotels 
were constructed to temporarily house buyers and sell-
ers. One hotel, the Hotel Playa was built in 1938 with 
government assistance. As the chewing gum evolved, 
replaced with a synthetic base, the economy collapsed,

as there was no alterative trade. With the economic 
fall, the Hotel Playa closed and is now the Museo de 
Cozumel.11  This brief  history of  Cozumel intro-
duces the resurgence of  Cozumel economically and 
simply as a place of  living. Residents have migrated 
to and tourists have flocked to the island, instigating 
Cozumel’s current tourist economy. 

There is so much that I have not discussed, and 
those seven days felt like a month. I did not partic-
ularly enjoy my cruising experience, but my obser-
vations on the ship allowed me to see the business 
perspective rather than as a middle-class guest. The 
Cruise Culture that I experienced was an ingenious 
marketing tactic. Like the stereotypical behavior of  
guests in Jamaica and overselling of  cultural items 
in Cozumel, the cruise ship was a destination for 
tourists itself. It was its own island eating, sleeping, 
and living. Coined by Carnival as “your home away 
from home,” they certainly attempted to keep that 
promise. Not only were your set destinations part 
of  your vacation, but also your “home away from 
home.” Carnival tried to sell you many additional 
luxuries for a low price and camera people were 
always around to snap your shot (also for sale). The 
Cruise ship was its own exotic destination and its 
seasoned passengers had their own way of  display-
ing their cruise culture.
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 This past winter break, SMU’s Deason Innovation 
Gym hosted an intensive, 6 day, Innovation Design 
Challenge, which proved to be an exhilarating experi-
ence in a close-knit team setting. 15-20 students were 
selected to voluntarily spend winter break creating a 
flat-packed, digitally fabricated solar charging station. 
Graciously partnering with us were Better Block Foun-
dation and Good Faith Energy. By January 18th, 2017, 
we were responsible for delivering technical schematics, 
a working prototype, a proposed budget for full scale 
fabrication, a marketing strategy, and plans for imple-
mentation to our partners.

Within half  an hour of  meeting each other, my team 
members and I carpooled to meet our corporate/
non-profit partners. Hearing the missions of  these orga-
nizations provided the inspiration that fueled us through 
the next week of  work. Mr. Jason Roberts, founder of  
Better Block Foundation, urged us to think about what 
happens when we design urban spaces without thinking 
about the people residing in those urban spaces. We are 
left with cluttered, inaccessible areas that are eyesores 
to the public. After moving to Oak Cliff in Dallas, Mr. 
Roberts decided to take initiative to improve the spaces 
around him. Better Block Foundation started with its 
first initiative, a pop up art gallery in the famous Texas 
Theater, and is now an internationally renowned non-
profit, working to improve urban spaces with everything 
from crosswalks and bike lanes to sidewalk cafes and 
plazas. Better Block Foundation also created Wikiblock, 
an open-source (accessible to anyone and everyone) re-
source with designs and schematics to help improve ur-
ban spaces with everything from chairs to coffee kiosks. 
Mr. Roberts and his team urged us to create a design 
that could also be posted on Wikiblock, meaning it must 
use as little hardware as possible and have the capabil-
ity of  being rapidly assembled. They also pushed us to 
think beyond the conventional, and imagine a charging 
station design that can enhance an urban space and 
bring the community together. Good Faith Energy, a 
company “inspired by climate action and social impact

designs solar power systems for 
residential and commercial appli-
cations. Founder and CEO, Mo-
hammed Abdalla, graciously spoke 
with us about factors that go into 
designing these systems, such as so-
lar noon, backfeed potential, wind 
loads, and shading maps. What 
makes Good Faith Energy particu-
larly unique is its use of  individual 
microinverters featured on the 
back of  each solar power, rather 
than a basic string inverter. This 
empowers customers with plenty of  
data to safely monitor solar panel 
performance. Mr. Abdalla and his 
team encouraged us to consider 
access to sunlight, average energy 
consumption, and increased energy 
usage awareness when designing 
our charging station, and he pro-
vided us with resources to further 
our training on solar power.

After getting back to the DIG, we 
had a brainstorming session on op-
portunities, constraints, and ques-
tions regarding the form factor of  
the design, the human factor of  the 
design, and the solar aspect of  the 
design. In typical startup fashion, 
we used whiteboards and sticky 
notes for this ideation process. We 
considered aspects such as possible 
use cases of  the product (hiking 
trails? bus stops? disaster relief ?), 
social change, portability, aesthetic 
appeal, and much much more.

Finally, in my favorite part of  the 
day, Katie Krummeck, director
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of  the Deason Innovation Gym, gave 
the form and human factor breakout 
teams a crash course in human-cen-
tered design. Normally in an ideation 
situation, constraints and opportunities 
would not be discussed until background 
research on the user has been conduct-
ed; however, since this project was on 
such a tight timeline and we already had 
client/project specifications, we started 
by prioritizing those given specifications. 
Since this was backwards from conven-
tional human-centered design, there 
arose underlying assumptions about the 
user in all the ideas we came up with. To 
rectify this, we engaged in primary field research to 
help expand our vision for the project, refocusing on 
the human aspect of  the product.

Field research was definitely a unique experience. 
We paired up and went to locations around Dallas to 
observe people’s daily lives, social interactions, and 
interactions with their phones. After compiling our 
observations on a white board, we were surprised that 
most people seemed generally unconcerned with their 
phone’s battery life or it dying in the middle of  the 
day, yet do claim that they either charge it in their car 
or carry a portable charger. This led to the realization 
that perhaps some of  us are simply unaware of  just 
how much work we do unconsciously to make sure 
that our phones are always charged and ready to be a 
crucial part of  our day. What if  our charging station 
can somehow remove this assumption, providing an 
alternative to this part of  our routine? Alternatively, 
we could also take these observations at face value, 
and note that simply charging a phone would not be 
motivation enough for people to use our charging sta-
tion, and that it must serve either an entertainment or 
utilitarian purpose. With these insights in our minds, 
we moved on to the next part of  the second day, free-
hand concept sketching.

After being given time to work independently on 
sketching designs, we came up with everything from 
benches and tables, to columns and spaces for games. 
After this, we went through a second iteration of  
designs with a special emphasis on incorporating 
ideas we liked from other people’s designs. Even with 
that, however, we were still going in several different 
directions. At that point, Katie helped us organize our 
thoughts into behaviors we wanted to encourage/dis-
courage, must haves, and deal breakers. This helped
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This helped us decide that in order to go along with Better Block’s current Wiki-
block designs, we wanted to prioritize simplicity. Ultimately, we decided on a modu-
lar design that can have as many or as little add-on modules, or “mods”, attached to 
the piece itself, and the piece itself  can be oriented in many ways. We took inspira-
tion for these add-ons from the hook system on the walls of  the Better Block office, 
as well as from the ability of  Better Block designs to adapt to a variety of  use cases. 

After a couple days of  intense technical work regarding form, fabrication, and solar 
functionality, it was time to consider the branding and concise description of  our 
product, which we named the Mod Pod. The Mod Pod is a modular, flat-packed, 
digitally fabricated, solar-powered public charging station. This unit is customizable 
to its environment through the use of  “mods”, or add-ons. Examples of  possible 
add-ons are standing desks, vinyl-cut logos, planter boxes,  and bike racks. Even the 
charging outlets themselves are designed to be plug-in mods that can fit anywhere 
on the unit. Assembly of  the unit also requires little to no expertise in solar tech-
nology. Since we wanted the main unit to have the capability of  being oriented as 
a chair, bench, or table, the form team designed a solar panel module that can be 
detached or attached through the standard mod plus-sign holes depending on user 
preference. Once a user plugs in his/her phone to charge, he/she can also connect 
to a WiFi hotspot and visit a website locally hosted on a Rasberry Pi that will feature 
solar panel stats and information about the area.

Another special facet of  our final design is the special bike 
rack mod designed by one of  our team members. Better 
Block’s mission to enhance community spaces really res-
onated with him, and he sought to add something to our 
design that could increase social interaction among users. 
We had all collectively decided that we disliked the aesthet-
ic of  typical lock-box charging stations, so he created a bike 
rack/lock-box in which the motion of  rolling in a bike and 

locking it also closes and locks a box where a phone can charge. Thus, a potential 
user can park his/her bike, “park his/her phone”, and go enjoy a pleasant outing 
with friends.

It felt extremely rewarding to present our work at the end of  the challenge. Given 
that we didn’t get any class credit and had to leave vacation early, it may seem diffi-
cult to understand why students should want to apply for this, but the decision was 
easy. I wanted to familiarize myself  with the amazing resources provided through 
the Deason Innovation Gym and this goal was accomplished, for by the end of  
the challenge the DIG definitely felt like home. Additionally, the startup feel of  the 
project was exhilarating, and the task at hand opened my eyes to the vast field of  
engineering design and to the examination of  the intersections of  human behavior 
with engineering. The experience and memories gained through this challenge were 
invaluable, and I encourage everyone, regardless of  whether or not you’re a STEM 
major, to apply for a future Innovation Design Challenge.
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performer(s) should pause for an egregiously long time before
i n d i c a t i n g
the  piece  has  ended
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