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ABSTRACT
This paper presents a Design Research project investigating the 

cultural worlds found on Cuba Street in Wellington, New Zealand. 
The work demonstrates that the known culture of Cuba in the geo-
graphic location of the Gulf of Mexico has been adopted, adapted 
and essentially, hijacked by Wellingtonians and is therefore argued 
as a postmodern spectacle. To begin, a brief discussion is presented 
on the culture of Cuba where the cultural essence of this geograph-
ic location is argued as pre-modern (Sutherland and Denny 2005). 
From there, in seeking to demonstrate the hijack of Cuban culture in 
Wellington’s Cuba Street, postmodern theory is applied as an ana-
lytical framework. In contrast to the pre-modern cultural essence of 
Cuba, the culture of Cuba Street located in Wellington New Zealand 
is shown to hold the cultural essence of postmodernism.

THE PRE-MODERN CULTURE OF CUBA
The culture of Cuba as captured and described by Sunderland 

and Denny (2005) in their photographic essay is shown to be a cul-
ture of juxtapositions. Cuba is described as “a place of movement 
where time has stopped” (Sunderland and Denny 2005: 292); a place 
where the cultural and consumption practices of the past are current 
and vibrantly present; a place where resourcefulness demanded of 
suffering and poverty is combined with cultural fantasies and global 
tourism. Quoting Dopico (2002: 452-454), Sunderland and Denny 
emphasize the visual elements of the Cuban culture as a metaphori-
cal window and state that the imagery of Cuba is “a contrasting and 
broken-down background for first-world travelers and their luxu-
ries.” Decaying colonial structures and vintage vehicles are repre-
sentative of the sentimental essence of an idealized era. Accordingly, 
Sunderland and Denny (2005: 305) describe the Cuban culture as a 
“romance of the pre-modern.”

POSTMODERNISM
In reviewing various postmodern theories, Firat and Dholakia 

(2006) argue five conditions of postmodernity: hyperreality, frag-
mentation, decentering, juxtaposition, and difference. 

Hyperreality is about the social and cultural construction of re-
ality where the distinction between the real and fantasy is evident in 
our orientation to surroundings rather than the nature of the surround-
ings. The experience of a long queue at Disneyland for example is 
a fantastical experience where the magic of the Disney experience 
overrides the inconvenience of the queue (Pettigrew 2011). More 
than that, the spectacle (Kozinets et al 2004) that is the Disneyland 
servicescape is arguably co-constructed by the consumers within that 
fantastical experience.   

Fragmentation is about the playful but critical engagement with 
different modes of being. The study of the experiential meaning of 
Harley-Davidson by Schembri (2009) shows consumers at play (Holt 
1995) to be co-constructing the postmodern spectacle of the HOGs 
(Harley Owners Group) but simultaneously to be professional work-
ers and ordinary suburban folk. As Firat and Dholakia (2006) argue, 
postmodernism is a return to communities, both multiple and simul-
taneous therefore fragmentation may entail finding meaning in the 
experience of multiple selves. One way to enact such multiple selves 
is through participation in various communities, such as brand com-
munities (Schau et al 2009). 

Decentering as a condition of postmodernism is about the 
blurred and complicated relationship between subject and object. 
While modernity held clear cut lines as to what constitutes the sub-
ject and what constitutes the object, in postmodernity this clarity is 
decentered. Toyota’s Japanese advertisement for the 2013 Auris for 
example, depicts the back view of a model wearing a sleek black 
jacket and red bikini bottom strutting down the runway. The model 
allows the jacket to fall away and the back view shows the model to 
be topless. When the model arrives at the end of the runway and stops 
to turn beside the Auris, the front view shows the model as not fe-
male but possibly transgender and quite definitely stunning nonethe-
less. In effect, this clever ad is not only a transcendence of gender but 
also objectification. What becomes the object; the car or the model? 
And what of the subject; transport innovation and hybrid engines, or 
the increasing acceptance of transgender individuals? This playful 
spectacle is evidence of the marketer as the archetypal trickster as 
per Grayson (1999). 

The element of juxtaposition in postmodernism is well dem-
onstrated within architectural design. Paradoxical oppositions are 
evident in architecture with contrasting textures, colors and other 
aesthetics. However, spectacular postmodern juxtapositions are also 
evident in the ideological oppositions of for example, hospitals un-
dertaking an aggressive marketing campaign and moral oppositions 
such as a CEO confessing the dishonor and responsibility of a cor-
porate crisis. 

Difference as a condition of postmodernity is about the experi-
mentation with and tolerance for different multiple orders. In other 
words, difference is allowed and more than that, difference is en-
couraged. Multiculturalism for example is not only tolerated but 
welcomed and globalization is questioned in terms of the detrimental 
effects on culture.   Having now examined each of the five conditions 
of postmodernity as per Firat and Dholakia (2006), the discussion 
turns to the context of application, Cuba Street. 

CUBA STREET
Cuba Street in Wellington New Zealand, is considered by many 

as ‘the soul of Wellington’ with many local businesses using this 
statement as a tagline in their promotional efforts. In terms of struc-
ture, the street is a shared zone of foot traffic and vehicular traffic, 
with part of the street designated as Cuba Mall where cars are pro-
hibited and pedestrians only allowed. But the entire street is open air, 
with no overhead roof anywhere in the street despite the high wind 
and rainfall of the area.

At the most basic level, Cuba Street can be described as a vi-
brant place filled with colorful characters. But as ‘the soul of Wel-
lington’ - what does that mean? In seeking to uncover that meaning 
and decipher what to do with that uncovered meaning, the research 
question formulated for this industry project was to understand how 
to leverage the soul of Wellington as a local experience.    

RESEARCH DESIGN
The research design of this project is Design Research (Koski-

nen et al. 2011; Laurel 2003; O’Grady and O’Grady 2006). A concise 
background on the contemporary discourse about Design Research 
is provided by Nigel Cross (2006) in his book, Designerly Ways of 
Knowing. However as Wassan (2005) highlights, the field of design 
is all about innovation and the field of design ethnography is in its 
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infancy. Consequently, as awareness grows, the importance of rigor 
is noted. 

This Design Research project began with a rapid (visual) eth-
nography conducted on Cuba Street and the findings of that rapid 
ethnography were taken through an ideation process of in-house 
brainstorming. The outcome of the in-house ideation process was 
a developed prototype, which was taken back to the street for the 
purpose of arriving at a refined concept. The following discussion 
elaborates on each of these stages in the research design. 

In the field of design, ethnography has a narrower and some-
what different meaning than it does in anthropology (Wassan 2000); 
research is done quickly and typically with limited theoretical con-
textualization. 

In this Design Research project, the rapid ethnography com-
bined fieldwork with a visual component. The fieldwork involved 
two days of participant-observation in Cuba Street, which provided 
the opportunity to capture more than 450 images such as Figure 1. 
During these two days, 15 field interviews were conducted with a 
diversity of participants; each interview between 15-45 minutes in 
length. In terms of analysis, design ethnography is associated more 
with the collection of textual evidence than with the analysis of that 
text (Wassan 2000). However, the emphasis here is on rigor and 
hence some detail is provided. For this ethnographic component of 
the project, the bulk of the text to be interpreted was visual text. This 
visual text was considered in the context of field notes and interview 
text. The contextual text was considered by the team of researchers 
who queried and questioned each aspect, emergent pattern, and sug-
gested dimension. In a hermeneutic manner, this analytical task was 
both an individual and collective effort. Having the text as visual text 
enabled the research team to work either individually and/or collec-
tive at different times during this analytical process. The goal was to 
arrive at stability in this sort and resort, question and query process 
of reading and treating the text.

Figure 1: The Corporate Suits with an Eclectic Twist

FINDINGS OF THE RAPID ETHNOGRAPHY
There are many aspects that make Cuba Street what it is, but 

this research has identified four dimensions: the people, the space, 
the art, and the culture.

The people theme begins with the comment that “the people 
make this place what it is.” In the context of Cuba Street, there is a 
diversity of people; young and old, gay or not, punk and conserva-
tive, the alternative people and the corporates. Many people empha-
sized that part of the appeal of Cuba Street is that “we all get along, 

there is no violence!” However, the contrast is evident between the 
alternative people and the corporate people and a quote that captures 
this contrast is, “there are two worlds on Cuba Street, the alternative 
world and the suits.” The alternative people are those individuals 
more willing to live simply, consume less, and dress in a manner 
that reflects a non-conventional way of life. Many of the buskers 
and beggars on Cuba Street fit this description. In contrast, the re-
tail and corporate workers (referred to as suits) dress more formally, 
and are typically in transit either on their way to or from work. The 
suits are professionals who choose to engage in the culture of Cuba 
Street in more subtle ways than that of the alternative people. More 
specifically, the suits wear formal corporate wear with an eclectic 
twist, which might take the form of a bright red vest teamed with an 
old school time piece, or an oversized cross worn with a little black 
dress and knee high rainbow socks for example. The suits told the 
story that “Cuba Street is the local people, with a local style making 
a local stamp.” 

Like the people theme, the space theme also involves contrast 
and juxtaposition. There is a juxtaposition of old with new architec-
ture where some of the older buildings have received more refur-
bishment than others. There is also the juxtaposition of the high end 
restaurants with the more casual cafes, and then there is the juxtapo-
sition of mainstream retail with retro retail. Notably, the retro style 
is evident not only in the predominance of retro retailers but also in 
the Art Deco architecture as well as the decor of both high end res-
taurants and casual cafes.    

The art theme is evident on Cuba Street in the high end galleries 
as well as many unexpected places. While there are many large and 
authorized artworks on Cuba Street, there are also many unauthor-
ized artworks on Cuba Street that beautify even the most mundane 
street aspects. Cuba Street is an artistically vibrant street where local 
artisans choose to display their talents. The artistic works on Cuba 
Street is also not only found in the physical art pieces such as painted 
works and sculpture but also the music. The artistic expression and 
musical talent is further evidenced on the street with the many and 
varied buskers who choose to share their talent publicly. With a clus-
ter of independent music specialists located on Cuba Street, vinyl 
devotees are well serviced and musician venues well attended. More 
than that, there are iconic nightlife venues on Cuba Street that gener-
ate a heavy duty after dark party. One of the iconic retailers, Cosmic, 
closes off a section of their central retail outlet to platform a live DJ 
on the weekend after trading hours. Conversely, one of the popular 
alternative bars known as The Fringe Bar doubles as a retro fashion 
retailer during weekend business hours.   

The culture of Cuba Street is therefore described as a counter 
culture with an overwhelming Bohemian style that is most appar-
ent with the alternative people and more subtly demonstrated by the 
suits. A common ground between this counter culture and corporate 
sector is the coffee culture. The coffee is served strong in Wellington, 
reflecting the strength of the coffee culture itself. As well as a bridge 
between the alternative and corporate worlds, the Wellington coffee 
culture is also a bridge between the business hours and nightlife of 
Cuba Street.

Table 1 summarizes these findings and articulates the four di-
mensions that show Cuba Street as the soul of Wellington. Having 
detailed these four identified themes, the overall summative finding 
of this Design Research project is that Cuba Street is a rich untapped 
cultural resource. As a local experience there is much that can be 
done to leverage the Cuba Street experience.
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Table 1: Summary of the Four Identified Dimensions of the 
Culture of Cuba St

The cultural dimensions of Cuba St

The people There are two worlds of people on Cuba St: the 
alternatives and the suits.

The space

The space of Cuba St entails a juxtaposition 
of both old and new architecture, high end 
restaurants and casual cafes, as well as retro and 
mainstream retail.

The art

The artistic element has a strong presence in 
Cuba St in both authorized and unauthorized 
forms. High end art galleries are complemented 
by the street art that beautifies even the most 
mundane aspects of Cuba St.

The culture

The culture of Cuba St is described as a counter 
culture with an overwhelming bohemian style 
that is most prominent amongst the alternative 
people and more subtly expressed by the 
corporate suits. However, common ground 
is evident in the strong coffee culture that 
permeates Cuba St. 

THREE POINTS OF VIEW AND A PROTOTYPE
With regards to the practical implications of this work, the per-

spective of the local Council is an important consideration. But, as 
well as the Council perspective, there is a need to consider the people 
of Wellington and their perspective as users of the space. In seek-
ing to accommodate both the Council’s perspective as well as the 
people’s perspective, the following points of view were developed. 
However, rather than aggregating all the people into one group the 
alternative people are segmented from the corporate people as set out 
in Table 2. Note that in Design Research, when developing a point 
of view, the task is to state who the user is, what they need, and why. 
Also, the alternative and corporate segments are given labels indica-
tive of their purpose within the Cuba Street scene. Accordingly, the 
alternative people are labeled Culture Generators and the corporate 
suits are labeled Culture Voyeurs because while they appreciate the 
vibrant culture of Cuba Street, they predominantly watch from a safe 
distance rather than directly engage.   

Table 2: Summary of Developed Points of View
Wellington City 
Council (WCC) Culture Generators Culture Voyeurs

...provides public 
benefit
with limited 
resources
and requires
community 
confidence
to be re-elected

Young street 
performers,
broke and transient 
musicians and 
artisans
who need space for
creative expression
because this is their 
currency

Career focused 
professionals
proudly wearing
an eclectic twist
who look for a 
momentary escape 
and safe cultural 
experience because 
this provides social 
capital

Taking each of these three points of view into account, the pur-
pose and priority of any prototype for the Council will be to enhance 
the maintenance of public space. For the Culture Generators, the pur-
pose and priority is simply sustenance and for the Culture Voyeurs, 
the purpose is the provision of a safe cultural experience. The goal of 
the prototype therefore is to deliver on each of these three purposes. 
With this in mind, the prototype developed is outlined in Table 3.

Table 3: The Prototype

• WCC funds a street art competition where 10 street 
performers are commissioned for 10hrs/wk for 4 weeks 

• The public votes (online/offline) on which performers get 
the 10 spots 

• During the month long performance, the public again votes 
for the ‘The Best’ performer/artist/musician

• Winner gets $5,000

TAKING IT TO THE STREET
As a Design Research project and having a developed prototype 

in hand, the next step was to take the prototype back to the street 
to gauge public/user response. In taking this next step, another two 
days was spent in ethnographic mode back on Cuba Street. The re-
searcher spoke to another 15 participants, where an overwhelming 
positive response was received from all but two of the 15 partici-
pants. From this second group of participants however, several im-
provements and refinements were suggested and the prototype was 
revised accordingly to arrive at the finalized concept as per Table 4.  

Table 4: The Final Concept

• WCC sponsors a street art competition where street 
performers/artisans/musicians nominate themselves

• During a 2-wk period, the public votes for the ‘The Best’ 
performer/artisan/musician

• Winner takes home $5,000 and Top 5 get $1,000 each
• Winner and Top 5 are recognized as ‘artists-in-residence’ 

on Cuba Street for the following month

Some of the refinements incorporated into the prototype on the 
advice of the participants included, dropping the initial monetized 
incentive by allowing the performers, artisans, and musicians to 
nominate themselves and removing the initial public vote. Rather 
than a four week performance period, the performance period is re-
duced to two weeks, during which time the public vote for ‘The Best’ 
performer/artisan/musician. Then, in addition to giving the winner 
$5,000, the next top five performers are each given $1,000. This way 
six winners rather than just one are honored as ‘artists-in-residence’ 
on Cuba Street for the following month.  

DISCUSSION
Relating these findings and outcome to the postmodern lit-

erature, the following discussion addresses how each of Firat and 
Dholakia’s (2006) five conditions of postmodernity apply. 

In terms of hyperreality, this work reports two worlds co-exist 
on Cuba Street where the people found in each of these worlds in-
terpret and experience the same reality in different ways, through 
different cultural lenses. The Culture Generators (the alternative 
people) make Cuba Street what it is and if they are not sustained, 
they will move on. But the Culture Generators demonstrate an ex-
treme type of communal production, where what is being produced 
is a counterculture designed to resist market forces (Goulding and 
Saren, 2007). In this socially and culturally constructed reality, 
the corporate suits live in a different world but on the same street.  
Effectively, the Culture Generators construct the postmodern spec-
tacle of the counter-culture that is observed from afar and co-con-
structed by the Culture Voyeurs. With fragmentation tightly linked 
to hyperreality, people who live in Wellington and frequent Cuba 
Street negotiate this cultural site in fragmented ways. More specifi-
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cally, while the alternative people generate the spectacle of Cuba 
Street the suits as observers and voyeurs are another fragment of this 
same spectacle. However, in terms of decentering, rather than the 
corporates holding the power as usual, in this context, the Culture 
Generators hold the power because without the alternatives, there is 
no culture for the Culture Voyeurs (ie. suits) to observe.

The many spectacular juxtapositions found on Cuba Street in-
clude moral oppositions, aesthetic and artistic oppositions, retro and 
contemporary oppositions. The cultural values held by the Culture 
Generators entail anti-consumerism and anti-corporatism, whereas 
the Cultural Voyeurs are corporate and career oriented. The aesthetic 
oppositions are evident in the juxtaposition of old and run-down 
buildings, located beside refurbished Art Deco buildings, sitting 
beside new character buildings. Artistic juxtapositions are apparent 
in the upmarket galleries and authorized artwork positioned beside 
unauthorized pieces of artwork. Similarly, the upmarket restaurants 
reside alongside more casual cafes and yet there is the commonality 
of the retro style carried throughout, which is most evident in the 
coffee culture. 

CONCLUSION
In the spirit of pre-modern Cuba, Wellington New Zealand is 

shown to have adopted and reshaped this culture in a more sophisti-
cated and postmodern manner. The cultural complexities document-
ed in this research show this cultural hijack to entail complexities 
evident as four dimensions: the people, the space, the art, and the 
counter consumer culture that include a strong coffee consumption 
element. As shown in the visual elements of this Design Research 
project, the culture of Cuba Street can be described as a postmodern 
spectacle. In effect, this work offers a theoretical contribution as ap-
plication of Firat and Dholakia’s (2006) postmodern framework as 
well as an extension of Kozinet et al.’s (2004) theory play and retail 
servicescapes as spectacle. More practically, this work showcases 
the research design of Design Research.  
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