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The BBC documentary How Facebook Changed the
World traces the impact that social media had during
the Arab Spring. The film reads as a celebration of
how digital technologies facilitated an unprecedented
political upheaval in 2011, but Facebook turned
out to be the least interesting aspect of the film.
Instead, a much more powerful underlying story was
revealed, describing how information can spread, in
more surprising ways, across a city. The film shows
Egyptian activists discussing how an everyday,
screen-less site was paramount in bringing people
together on Tahir Square - namely the taxi.
Inspired by the Tunisian revolts, Egyptian activists
planned a protest on Cairo’s Tahir Square on the
25 of January 2011. The task was how to reach as
many people as possible - problematic considering
that only 20% of Cairo residents had access to the
Internet. The organizers devised a different course
of action, one that takes advantage of taxi drivers’
‘gift of gab’ and position in a physical social network.
They realised that if they could direct conversations
towards the gathering at Tahir, taxi drivers would
spread the word and the protest would be a success.
Initially, activists tried to talk directly to taxi drivers.
But they soon discovered that due to the highly
politicised nature of their subject, conversations
would turn into arguments and discussion rather than
dissemination. The solution was found in exploiting
human nature through the use of gossip. Instead
of direct conversation the activists allowed the taxi
drivers to overhear a cell phone conversation where

they would disclose the details of the protests. Taxi drivers
eavesdropped and believing they had overheard a secret,
began to spread the message.
Our interactive piece reflects on this event to question how
knowledge is created and spread in the first place, and
what happens when it is turned into Intellectual Property.
Taking advantage of the authority a data-entry has once it
is added to the blockchain, Gossip on the Block plays with
the interactions between the informal and untrusted and
the highly formalised and trustworthy. It questions what
Intellectual Property is, who it is produced by and for whom.
Could we imagine a sort of Intellectual Property that adds
intrigue to information? One that is produced and consumed
locally? That finds its value in the scarce and colloquial
rather than the ubiquitous and global? What would the
market for this be like?
We reference these questions by appealing to the ability
of blockchain technologies to re-introduce scarcity into the
otherwise fluid space and endless copies of digital goods.
Instead of reproducing and reinforcing the same relations of
property rights in the digital space, we ask what are the new
and fine-grained ways that blockchain facilitates the curation
of conditions of access and a contribution to digital goods?
How might blockchain not simply enforce but radically
transform what Intellectual Property is, how it is determined
and enforced? What are the new possibilities that arise from
the application of blockchain in this context?

certain perspectives. Finally, once the vehicle
arrives at the taxi stop (where the GossipTotem[1]
is situated), the gossip is registered on the
blockchain and made broadly accessible and
marketable.
Blockchain and Distributed Ledger Technologies
create new possibilities for governing IP in
new and more open ways, allowing for trusted
management, shared data and knowledge layers
across industries. In this installation, however,
we explore the more informal aspects of these
questions, tracing what might happen if the more
volatile and unpredictable nature of rumours
and gossip become tokenised, formalised and
immutable on the blockchain.
The GossipTotem transforms Gossip into
Intellectual Property via blockchain prediction
market verification. The CivicTotem suggests an
alternative model based on hashing tables where
verification of local knowledge is done deliberately
rather than via the market and contributes
to a common resource of local histories and
knowledge. The MakerTotem allows for a
community of makers to determine differential
access based on fine-grained commons and
commercial contractual arrangements.

The Installation
We are in a neighbourhood, more specifically a taxi, which
has now become not only a vehicle for transportation but
also a vessel for the capture of informal exchanges of
rumours. We expanded on the case of gossip as common
knowledge that circulates and is registered but whose
meaning mutates with the ear that hears it and the mouth
that voices it. A different path of light arises depending on
the route the taxi follows within the model city. Gossip and
rumours happen within the taxi and can be only heard from

[1] The idea of a Totem as physical and digital node that

operates as a common pool of tokens or digital assets for
a community was inspired by the Freecoin totem wallet:
https://dcentproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/
D5.5-Implementation-of-digital-social-currencyinfrastructure-.pdf
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- Trust management of local histories and knowledges
Civic Chain uses a Distributed Hashing Table to allow
for multiple overlapping histories and knowledge
of a local place to be contributed to and stored in a
decentralized manner. Instead of using prediction
markets or community consensus to arrive at a single
established truth, many versions of events can exist,
split and merge as needed while remaining available
as an open data-commons for local residents and
potential revenue stream for derived products.
Support for and use of a given version is visible so
that the different trust and adoption levels of the
versions of events can be seen. In this way majority
and minority histories can coexist and a majority
version can over time become minority as people
adopt different understandings of events.

The story
1) Alice hears that the C creator of a specific style of
music comes from N neighbourhood. She searches
the CivicChains and sees that there is indeed an
entry about this person in the N neighbourhood
CivicTotem but she is not able to access the
music and information unless she travels to that
neighbourhood and goes to the CivicTotem. When
she arrives she finds out from the CivicTotem that
there is still a recording studio that is active run
by the niece of C and she goes to visit the studio
to interview the niece and spends the rest of the
afternoon exploring the area.

2) Bob was part of a campaign against The XYZ Investment
Company who have evicted many tenants in the N
neighbourhood. He uploads information about this company
and the specific campaign as part of local history. Carol
who is a contributor of a sister CivicTotem that lives in
a different city sees that there is information about XYZ
company on the N CivicChain. She is unable to travel to N
neighbourhood and so requests remote access and is sent
keys giving her temporary use of the information based on
her ongoing contributions to the CivicChain network. XYZ
company sees that there is an entry about them and wants
to know what is written about them on the CivicChain.
They request access and are charged a fee for the access
because they are not contributors. The fee goes towards the
overall maintenance of the system and towards CivicTotem
events across the network of neighbourhoods.

components
CivicWallet: Anyone can download wallet with keys
to access specific digital assets depending on what
neighbourhood you are in, or whether you are paid (for long
distance access) or not.
CivicTotem: Location-based access totem; if you touch it
with your device you will get keys that grant you temporary
access (they expire). The Totem acts as a distributor
of temporary access, such that a given asset (piece of
information) is available when people visit the Totem and are
in the specific area. Contributors have continuous access.
Each neighbourhood Totem is a full node in the CivicChain
network. Full nodes store the entire CivicChain hash table
and verify that other full nodes are complying with the
consensus protocol.
Digital asset: Knowledge about local history and events.
Access determined by: geo-location and relationship to
community.
Blockchain: Instead of a blockchain that requires a large
network to remain secure and therefore tends towards a

single chain and a single version of events, a
Distributed Hash Table (see holochain) is used in
order to allow for multiple versions of events.
Attribute Based Credentials: allows for secure
use of a system without a person needing to
reveal all of their personal data - instead it verifies
with only the attributes relevant for that interaction.
It is a way to address issues of digital privacy in
relation to security and transparency.
Decentralized storage (IPFS): For decentralized
storage of images, audio, or video relevant to the
information added. Anyone can browse and find
proof of a given piece of information or imagery,
but access to the full information is only granted
to those with the right credentials (keys) and by
visiting the local area’s CivicTotem.
Ecosystem: Shared blockchain with other
neighbourhoods so that each Mobelisk is a
node that stores a hashtree of local knowledge
elsewhere. Apart from serving the purpose of
data security (they function as each other’s
back-ups) this can also facilitate easy sharing
of local information (all you need to do is send
keys to a specific piece of information to the other
neighbourhood).
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