
says Chorpash. And that’s exactly what the university is 
doing, across its disciplines and with practitioners in fields 
ranging from product design to labor policy.

Embracing the Complexities of Making

The border between the professional world and Parsons 
has always been permeable. As the making industries 
face complex challenges, the design school responds with 
a dynamic pedagogy designed to shape a generation 
of creatives who are aware of their accountability in the 
production process. 

“It’s not just about coming up with the perfect, most 
ethical design with the least environmental impact,” 
says Brendan McCarthy, MFA Fine Arts ’11, assistant 
professor of fashion and director of the BFA Fashion Design 
program’s Fashion Systems and Materiality pathway. “It’s 
about understanding the complexity of the issues and the 
questions one needs to ask to be a critical thinker as a 
designer.” The call for this perspective could not be clearer. 
“Producers are beginning to understand that responsibility 
is actually crucial to their business, which offers students 
fantastic opportunities to stand up and push companies to 
go even further,” adds Gyungju Chyon, assistant professor 
of product and industrial design at Parsons’ School of 
Constructed Environments (SCE) and a designer with 
extensive experience in global making.

The MFA IDD program’s Global Production Studio offers 
young designers a key opportunity to engage in thoughtful 
product development. Chyon, a faculty lead, explains that 
the semester-long course challenges students to explore 
extended supply chains and propose designs to be imple-
mented across national boundaries and cultures. Regularly 
participating in external projects and even going abroad, 
students get to experience firsthand the changing demands 
of manufacturing and see how commercial brands tackle 
complications in sourcing. 

In fall 2017, the Global Production Studio class was 
invited to reimagine the “rituals of resting, gathering, and 

Production Transformed

The last century saw profound changes in the way 
consumer goods were produced. On the one hand, local 
manufacturing scaled up into massive operations to feed 
extensive international markets. On the other hand, new 
technologies radically transformed labor and challenged 
traditional making models. Although some craftspeople 
were replaced by algorithms, technology made the 
creation of goods more accessible, varied, and efficient. 
Meanwhile, a budding digital culture brought communities 
around the world together, engendering shared tastes that 
dictated new kinds of demand.

Now, at the tail end of this transformation, compli-
cations have emerged in the supply chain—the series of 
steps that turn an idea into a finished product. Besides 
dealing with diminishing resources and climate change, 
producers have to contend with automation, migrating 
labor pools, and myriad material and cultural dynamics. 
Even consumers are beginning to re-examine their buying 
habits. Within this changing context, it is clear that 
traditional supply chains are too inflexible to contend 
responsibly with the variables that affect production.

Rama Chorpash, director of the MFA Industrial Design 
(IDD) program at Parsons, says that “the term ‘supply chain’ 
can be a misnomer, because it suggests a completely linear 
process and limited context.” In order for businesses to thrive 
in the unpredictability of the current moment, a more holistic 
approach is needed. “Instead, we can look at it more like a 
network,” he continues, “in which every step—from concept 
to final product—involves a range of considerations, such as 
sourcing, cradle-to-cradle manufacturing, and ethical labor.”

The task of reframing the supply chain is not trivial. 
While many businesses are beginning to engage with the 
increasing complexity of production, bottom lines and the 
pressure to grow hamper their ability to lead change. A 
university, however, has the intellectual and creative where-
withal to explore alternatives. “At The New School, we have 
the opportunity to step back and look at the big picture,” 

Think of how many products pass through 

your hands within a single day. Toothbrush, 

wool sweater, smartphone, disposable 

coffee cup, MetroCard—you’ll notice how 

quickly the sum escalates into the hundreds 

or even thousands. Reflected in each of 

these objects are materials and processes 

that directly connect you to and affect the 

global environment, commerce, and culture. 

Throughout Parsons, designers are exploring 

this network of production and reimagining 

the supply chain to foster resilient businesses 

and sustainable manufacturing. 
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Professor Gyungju Chyon (top right) advises 

students in the Global Production Studio 

course. Lisa Marks’ Global Production 

Studio project—goods made in Thailand 

from “knitted” pieces of bamboo veneer 

(top left)—will be launched soon, providing 

employment to local artisans. The Cairn 

Chair (far left), by Weiran (Winnie) Chen 

and George Pilonis of the MFA Industrial 

Design program, shared first prize with the 

Plus One extendable chair by Lorraine Chen 

and Po Yuan Wang (pictured on inside front 

cover) of the BFA Product Design program 

in the Parsons-Roche Bobois joint studio 

competition. Taking second place was 

Asy, a design by Liujingzi Jiang and Lee 

Chi-Hao (left), students in the MFA Industrial 

Design program. The winning projects will 

be prototyped for Roche Bobois’ spring 2018 

internal sales meeting and potentially put 

into retail production for the brand’s global 

collection. The collaboration was recently 

featured in Architectural Digest magazine 

(see newschool.edu/red/roche-bobois), and 

all the studio prototypes will be on display 

at Roche Bobois’ midtown showroom during 

NYCxDESIGN month in May.

technology in a business venture that empowered local 
artisans. Using parametric techniques, Marks developed a 
catalog of bamboo-veneer shapes that could be combined 
to create different products. Individual pieces were cut by a 
machine but required craftspeople to “knit” them together 
by hand and devise new designs. 

Marks was able to bring craft and automation together, 
making artisans co-creators in the manufacturing process, 
rather than assemblers in a large factory system. This kind 
of adaptive approach is just one example of how design can 
fuel ethical production. By exploring difficult intersections 
like those of sustainability and large-scale manufacturing, 
automation and craft, Parsons students develop making 
models that engage with the variables of the supply 
network and push for more considered business practices. 
Most important, they then carry these unique experiences 
and methods with them into the professional world.

The Designer’s Role, Evolved

As the supply network undergoes radical change, designers 
have the potential to play a major role in fostering sustain-
ability. After completing a program at Parsons, Jimmy K.W. 
Chan, AAS Graphic Design ’00, established a fruitful career 
in fashion, forming retail partnerships with brands like 
Evisu and the Adidas-Yamamoto Y-3. “The success of these 
collaborations can be credited to the viability of small-scale, 
high-quality fashion,” Chan says. He argues that creative 
freedom and ethical considerations are often sacrificed for 
large-scale production. Maintaining a low-yield, financially 
sustainable business in this context is not easy, yet Chan 
does so by closely managing production in his ventures and 
collaborating with innovative designers. 

Most recently, Chan took on the Shanghai-based luxury 
fashion brand MASHAMA. As the newly appointed acting 
CEO, he aims to emphasize the high quality of the product, 
thus challenging the widespread view that goods produced 
in China are cheap and high waste. When it comes to 
creating enduring, sustainable fashion, Chan is pragmatic. 
He concedes that traditional supply chains are rigid and 

nourishing the body” through a chair design for Roche 
Bobois, a French luxury furniture company. The brief called 
for full-scale prototypes that accommodate contemporary 
dining customs while embracing sustainability—in terms 
of both materials and product life cycle. To help students 
measure the environmental cost of their designs, Roche 
Bobois shared its in-house Eco8 accounting model. 
Students also drew on The New School’s Healthy Materials 
Lab, which maintains a library of sustainable materials and 
helps designers source projects responsibly (see re:D 2016, 
page 15). 

After months of research and investigation of culturally 
specific dining habits, the students presented prototypes 
that reflected the brand’s artisanal French manufacturing. 
The most successful projects also embodied a universalized 
product typology that could appeal broadly to Roche 
Bobois’ international consumers. A versatile chair that 
can easily be adapted to meet different tastes is both cost 
effective and sustainable. Rather than investing in numerous 
molds and the tons of material needed to develop an 
extensive product line, Roche Bobois can focus its resources 
on one streamlined manufacturing process.

Producing both globally and sustainably is a difficult 
balance to strike, calling for exactly the kind of nuanced 
approach professors like Chorpash hope their students 
will master. “The MFA IDD program sets up a lot of what 
appears to be polarities,” he says, “but candidates are 
challenged to take on at least one such dichotomy in their 
practice.” In order to develop a resilient supply network, the 
making industries must learn to engage with a variety of 
considerations, however much they may conflict.

While still a student in Global Production Studio, Parsons 
alumna Lisa Marks, MFA Industrial Design ’17, BFA 
Product Design ’03, tackled the dichotomy between craft 
and automation. Her assignment was to travel to Thailand 
and reinterpret the value of bamboo, locally considered a 
cheap and undesirable material. When Marks discovered 
that craft communities in the region were rapidly dying 
out, her solution was to harness automation and digital 

“ Producers are beginning 
to understand that 
responsibility is actually 
crucial to their business.”

—Gyungju Chyon
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Michael Freels and Lauren Rodriguez (above) 

pose in the Manhattan studio where they 

create collections for LOROD. The pair met 

while pursuing BFA degrees at Parsons. “We 

were told on our first day of foundation year 

to look around the room, that these were 

the people we would collaborate with one 

day,” says Rodriguez. “Michael and I met 

that day, and whenever possible, we bring 

on friends and peers from Parsons to join 

us.” Also shown are prototypes from their 

forthcoming collection (left).

“ We intend to build 
longevity into our product 
through a sense of 
timelessness that can 
resonate with the wearer 
for years to come.”

—Michael Freels 

to grow organically, “at a reasonable pace,” in order to 
maintain integrity in terms of product and approach. 
“Fashion is often a reflection of an ingrained attitude or a 
cultural moment,” notes Freels. LOROD’s ethically conscious 
and sustainable model may still be an anomaly in the 
industry, but there is a good chance that it represents a real 
shift in the culture of production.

Reimagining Supply and Demand

As Parsons graduates go out into the world and break new 
ground, it becomes clear that the role of the designer has 
evolved. What was once a job centered on making skills and 
visual proficiency has expanded to require competency in 
and awareness of the complexities of production. 

In this early phase of the reimagination of the supply 
chain, Parsons students, faculty, and alumni demonstrate 
that there are many different ways to align produc-
tion with the complicated needs of an interconnected, 
technology-driven world. The MFA IDD program’s Global 
Production Studio course tackles the challenges of waste 
and sustainability by developing products that endure and 
have universal appeal. Alumni like Lisa Marks are rethinking 
the role of technology in craft communities, finding ways 
to reduce the impact of globalized automation. And in the 
commercial realm, entrepreneurs like Jimmy K.W. Chan 
and Rodriguez and Freels are introducing values-based 
approaches into fashion, transforming what is one of the 
most heavily polluting industries in the world.

As makers and buyers, we are uniquely empowered to 
examine our roles within the production landscape and, in 
doing so, to find ways to reinvent it. “Design in some ways is 
like movie making,” reflects Chorpash. “The impact of creating 
something changes culture, and there is the possibility of 
shifting what people find desirable.” By influencing not only 
what is made but how it is made, designers can alter the 
values that underlie manufacturing and consumption. At 
Parsons, this critical inquiry is constantly evolving. “If design 
is about creating the world in which we live, then we had 
better be discussing what kind of world we want to have,” 
says Chorpash. “That’s a fundamental question, and the 
presence of that discussion is a strength of The New School.”

Lilit Markosian writes about the effects of new technologies—such as VR, 

IoT, and AI—on culture and community. She is currently pursuing a degree in 

nonfiction creative writing.

argues that to combat unethical practices, designers have 
to be inventive and flexible. “For the time being, the best 
thing any designer can do is to rethink the creative process,” 
he says. By introducing change in the ideation phase of the 
supply chain and fighting for business models involving 
greater oversight of small production runs, designers can 
lead the way to resilient industry practices. 

An excellent example of such a model is LOROD, the 
fashion label started by BFA Fashion Design alumnus 
Michael Freels and Lauren Rodriguez, BFA Fine Arts ’15. 
Since its founding two years ago, LOROD has blossomed 
into a brand that is regularly featured in the pages of 
Vogue and worn by supermodels like Gigi Hadid. The label’s 
success is even more remarkable considering the degree of 
integrity the designers have maintained within an industry 
known for its complex relationship with ethical production.

Headquartered in a sunlit townhouse in Manhattan’s 
East Village, LOROD works only with factories in New 
York’s Garment District. This hikes price points but allows 
the young designers to monitor the manufacturing process. 
“We are able to hop on a train and oversee the making 
of a sample or bulk production run,” explains Freels. “It’s 
challenging to develop and produce in the United States,” 
adds Rodriguez, “but gratifying, because we can ensure 
our makers earn fair wages.” That the artisans who sew 
their clothes and run the textile mills from which LOROD 
sources materials are treated fairly is a point of pride for 
the designers. This is particularly significant because these 
makers represent the tradition of American workwear that 
the label strongly conveys through its denim-heavy apparel. 

Unlike most fashion brands, which produce new collec-
tions every few months, LOROD shows only twice a year, 
in the pre-season. “Pre-collections are a quiet and unique 
time for young brands to carve out a space for themselves 
that isn’t oversaturated with shows and events,” says 
Rodriguez. This slow-growth, limited-release model allows 
the designers to dedicate ample time to each collection, 
ensuring the high-quality construction for which they are 
becoming known. Instead of relying on the ephemeral 
appeal of trends—which spur consumption seasonally—
LOROD creates collections that together form a coordinated 
and enduring wardrobe. “We intend to build longevity 
into our product through a sense of timelessness that can 
resonate with the wearer for years to come,” says Freels. 

To combat wastefulness, Freels and Rodriguez are 
careful about overproducing and never exceed their orders. 
Visitors to their studio—a surprisingly sparse, uncluttered 
atelier—find just a few racks with the latest collection on 
display. When asked if LOROD plans to scale up its opera-
tions, Freels and Rodriguez say that they want the business 

“ If design is about creating the 
world in which we live, then we 
had better be discussing what 
kind of world we want to have.”

—Rama Chorpash

2
92
8

P
a

r
s

o
n

s
 r

e:
D




