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In the age of viral misinformation, even art is not immune to misinterpretation
and exploitation by conspiracy theorists. Marina Abramovié's performance piece
Spirit Cooking—originally intended as an abstract exploration of human emotion,
ritual, and symbolism—became the focal point of wild conspiracy theories during
the 2016 U.S. presidential election. What was a work of avant-garde art was
transformed into a symbol of satanic rituals and elite corruption, driven by the
viral spread of false information. The Spirit Cooking controversy, amplified
through social media and politicized narratives, illustrates the intersection of art,
conspiracy theories, and cultural misunderstanding in the digital age. This paper
examines the origins and evolution of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy, the broader
social and political consequences of misinformation, and the challenges artists
face in an era where hyperconnectivity allows for rapid misinterpretation. By
exploring these dynamics, we highlight the importance of understanding
symbolism in art and the resilience of both artistic expression and truth against
the backdrop of fear and distortion.
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Abramovi¢ to attend a dinner at her home, described as a Spirit
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Introduction

In the contemporary art world, few figures have been as controversial and
influential as Marina Abramovi¢. Known for her boundary-pushing performances,
Abramovic¢ has consistently explored the relationship between the artist and the
audience, often using her own body as the medium. Her work is not only deeply
personal but also taps into universal themes such as endurance, pain,
vulnerability, and ritual. Abramovié's career, spanning several decades, has
evolved from her early experiments with body art to large-scale installations and



performances that challenge the very nature of perception and interaction. One
of her most infamous works, Spirit Cooking with Essential Aphrodisiac Recipes,
embodies many of these themes but has also been the subject of widespread
misinterpretation and controversy.

Spirit Cooking, originally performed in the late 1990s, was intended as a
metaphorical exploration of human emotion, spirituality, and corporeality. In this
piece, Abramovic uses symbolic "recipes," written in pig's blood, to evoke a sense
of ritual and mysticism. These recipes, which include surreal instructions like "mix
fresh breast milk with fresh sperm milk to drink on earthquake nights," are not
literal but are symbolic representations meant to provoke reflection. The use of
blood and the ceremonial style of the performance are common in Abramovic¢’s
body of work, which often seeks to engage the viewer in a dialogue about the
human condition. However, it was never intended to be interpreted as an actual
ritual or occult practice, as some have claimed.

The misunderstanding of Spirit Cooking became particularly pronounced in the
digital age, when the speed at which information spreads—and is distorted—
exponentially increased. The 2016 U.S. presidential election, marked by the
release of emails involving prominent political figures like John Podesta, brought
Spirit Cooking into the spotlight once again. When an email invitation to a Spirit
Cooking dinner hosted by Abramovi¢ was found among the leaked
correspondence, it quickly became the subject of conspiracy theories. In this
climate of political tension and social media-fueled hysteria, Abramovié's
performance was transformed into a supposed "Satanic ritual," with theorists
drawing false connections to elite occult practices.

This moment reflects the rise of conspiracy theories in the digital era, where
misinformation can be propagated instantaneously and amplified through echo
chambers online. The line between reality and fantasy blurs as symbolic acts—
especially in art—are often taken out of context and reinterpreted through lenses
of paranoia and fear. Platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and fringe message boards
like 4chan played critical roles in spreading these conspiracies, which were rooted
not in truth but in a complex mix of political agendas, psychological projection,
and cultural suspicion.



At the heart of this misunderstanding lies a more fundamental issue: the
misinterpretation of symbolism in art. Art, particularly the kind that Abramovic
produces, often relies on metaphor, abstraction, and ambiguity. Symbolism is a
language that requires interpretation, not literal acceptance. When the symbolic
is taken as literal, the intent of the artwork is lost, replaced by false narratives
that serve other agendas. This tension between the artist's intent and the public's
reception—compounded by the power of modern media—creates fertile ground
for misinformation to take root.

The case of Spirit Cooking is not an isolated incident. It is emblematic of a broader
societal challenge in the digital age: how to reconcile the subjective nature of
artistic interpretation with the objective harm that can arise from widespread
misunderstanding. As we explore the rise of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy
theories, we must also consider the broader implications for art, communication,
and truth in the modern world.

I. Marina Abramovi¢ and the Origins of Spirit Cooking
Background on Marina Abramovic¢ as a Performance Artist

Marina Abramovic is widely regarded as one of the most influential performance
artists of the 20th and 21st centuries. Born in Belgrade in 1946, her work often
delves into themes of endurance, pain, vulnerability, and the relationship
between artist and audience. She is considered one of the pioneers of
performance art, pushing the boundaries of the medium by using her body as the
primary subject and tool in her works. Throughout her career, Abramovic has
explored the physical and mental limits of the human body, creating immersive
and often intense experiences for both herself and her audience.

In her early works, Abramovié tested her endurance and resilience, as seen in
Rhythm 0 (1974), where she placed 72 objects on a table and allowed the
audience to use them on her in any way they wished, including items that could
inflict pain or pleasure. This performance exposed the darker side of human
behavior and the vulnerability of the artist in the face of the audience’s actions.
Another landmark performance, The Artist is Present (2010), consisted of



Abramovic sitting silently for hours at a time while visitors sat across from her,
creating a powerful space for emotional connection and contemplation.

Her career has been characterized by a consistent willingness to explore spiritual,
emotional, and physical depths, while often drawing upon ritualistic and symbolic
elements to convey her message. These elements are key to understanding Spirit
Cooking, one of her most misunderstood works, which exemplifies her fascination
with the overlap between art, ritual, and the human condition.

Description of Spirit Cooking with Essential Aphrodisiac Recipes

Spirit Cooking with Essential Aphrodisiac Recipes was a performance piece and
accompanying book produced by Abramovi¢ in 1996. The title and content of the
work immediately evoke a sense of mysticism, blending the culinary with the
spiritual and symbolic. The "recipes" in Spirit Cooking are not recipes for physical
nourishment but rather symbolic actions intended to provoke reflection and
introspection.

During the original performance, Abramovi¢ used pig’s blood to write these
surreal recipes on white walls. The use of blood as a medium—while unsettling to
some—was intended to evoke strong emotions and create a visceral connection
between the audience and the art. Abramovic¢’s instructions, which included lines
like "with a sharp knife cut deeply into the middle finger of your left hand, eat the
pain," were not to be taken literally. Instead, they represented metaphorical acts,
asking the audience to reflect on personal and collective suffering, endurance,
and the boundaries of the human experience.

The recipes were intended to be spiritually evocative, playing with the idea of
ritual as a performative act. The piece taps into a long history of art and
performance that explores the sacred and the profane, life and death, and the
connection between the physical and the spiritual. Abramovic¢ sought to blur the
lines between performance and ritual, art and life, by creating a symbolic
language that drew upon ancient ideas of mysticism and spirituality while being
distinctly modern in its execution.

Abramovic¢’s Use of Ritualistic and Symbolic Language in Art

Ritual has always been a central theme in Abramovic¢’s work. She frequently
draws upon the ancient practices of shamanism, Eastern spiritual traditions, and



other esoteric practices, using ritualistic acts as a framework for her
performances. However, unlike literal religious rituals, Abramovic¢’s performances
are deliberately ambiguous and symbolic. The power of ritual in her work lies not
in its literal meaning but in the emotional and psychological reactions it provokes
in both the artist and the audience.

In Spirit Cooking, the use of blood, the act of writing, and the bizarre and
sometimes disturbing instructions mimic the form of a ritual but without any
concrete religious or spiritual meaning. Abramovi¢’s work often invites viewers to
project their own emotions and interpretations onto the performance, allowing
them to engage with their own fears, desires, and existential questions. Her use
of blood in Spirit Cooking serves as a powerful symbol of life, death, and
transformation, evoking primal associations that transcend rational
interpretation.

Symbolism is at the heart of Abramovic’s artistic language. Her works rely on the
evocative power of simple actions or materials—like cutting, sitting, staring, or
using blood—to speak to deeper human truths. By abstracting these rituals and
removing them from their religious or cultural context, Abramovic creates a
universal space where participants can engage with the performance on their
own terms. The ritual becomes a means to explore the boundaries of human
experience, rather than a specific religious or spiritual practice.

Exploration of the Intended Meaning Behind Spirit Cooking as a Metaphor for
Human Emotion, Life, and the Body

At its core, Spirit Cooking is a metaphorical exploration of the human experience,
particularly the emotional and physical dimensions of life. The surreal and
sometimes grotesque imagery of the recipes mirrors the complexities of human
emotion, including pain, fear, love, and desire. Abramovic invites the audience to
confront these emotions in a raw and unfiltered way, much as she confronts her
own body in many of her performances.

For example, the "recipe" to "mix fresh breast milk with fresh sperm milk to drink
on earthquake nights" can be interpreted as a reflection on the precarious
balance between creation and destruction, love and violence. The imagery of
breast milk and sperm evokes both nurturing and creation, while the context of
an earthquake suggests a looming force of chaos and destruction. In this way, the
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recipe becomes a symbolic exploration of human vulnerability and resilience in
the face of existential threats.

Similarly, instructions like "eat the pain" speak to Abramovi¢’s recurring theme of
endurance and suffering. Much of her work, including Spirit Cooking, encourages
viewers to confront their own pain, both physical and emotional, and to
transform it into a form of strength or understanding. The recipes in Spirit
Cooking are not prescriptions for literal action but are instead metaphorical
guidelines for introspection and emotional transformation.

Ultimately, Spirit Cooking challenges the audience to engage with difficult aspects
of the human condition in a ritualized, symbolic manner. The work is about the
journey inward, the confrontation with one’s own inner demons, and the
exploration of life’s most fundamental questions. While the use of blood and
surreal instructions may shock or disturb, these elements are intended to provoke
deep reflection rather than incite fear or literal action.

Abramovic¢’s Spirit Cooking stands as a powerful example of how art can use ritual
and symbolism to explore the complexities of human emotion, life, and the body.
However, as we will explore further, the very ambiguity and power of this
symbolism also left the work vulnerable to misinterpretation, particularly in the
context of the digital age.

Il. The Context: 2016 and the WikiLeaks Email Leak
Overview of the 2016 WikiLeaks Incident Involving John Podesta’s Emails

In the lead-up to the 2016 U.S. presidential election, the campaign of Democratic
candidate Hillary Clinton was rocked by a series of damaging email leaks. These
emails, many of which were stolen through a phishing attack on the personal
account of John Podesta, a key advisor and chairman of Clinton’s campaign, were
published by WikiLeaks in October 2016. The leak included thousands of emails
from Podesta’s account, covering a wide range of political, personal, and
professional topics. While some of the content pertained to routine campaign
operations, certain emails became the subject of sensational conspiracy theories.



The WikiLeaks release was part of a broader effort to influence the U.S. election,
with the U.S. intelligence community later concluding that the Russian
government was behind the cyberattack. The timing of the release and the way
certain emails were amplified and taken out of context made them particularly
potent in shaping public discourse. Among the most controversial topics to
emerge from the leak was a reference to Spirit Cooking in an email exchange
between Podesta’s brother, Tony Podesta, and performance artist Marina
Abramovic.

Analysis of the Email Referencing Abramovic's Spirit Cooking Dinner Invitation

The email that sparked the Spirit Cooking conspiracy was relatively innocuous in
its original context. In June 2015, Tony Podesta received an invitation from
Marina Abramovic to attend a dinner at her home, described as a Spirit Cooking
event. The exact wording in the email was: “Dear Tony, | am so
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lll. The Emergence of Conspiracy Theories

The appearance of Spirit Cooking in the leaked John Podesta emails during the
2016 U.S. presidential election provided fertile ground for conspiracy theories to
emerge. What began as a misunderstood reference to an avant-garde art event
quickly spiraled into a narrative involving allegations of satanic rituals, child
abuse, and secret elitist cults. These theories were shaped by a combination of
political tensions, cultural paranoia, and the unchecked spread of misinformation
on social media. As the conspiracies gained momentum, they fueled a larger
narrative about hidden power structures and secret rituals, drawing in millions of
people online.
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Breakdown of Key Conspiracy Theories Associated with Spirit Cooking
1. Satanic Ritual Allegations

One of the earliest and most pervasive conspiracy theories to emerge from the
WikiLeaks email leak was the claim that Spirit Cooking was a form of satanic ritual.
The use of blood in Abramovic’s performance art, particularly in Spirit Cooking
with Essential Aphrodisiac Recipes, was taken as evidence that she, and by
extension those who attended her dinners, were engaging in dark occult
practices. The surreal and often provocative language of Abramovic¢’s symbolic
"recipes" was interpreted literally by conspiracy theorists, who claimed that her
work involved the invocation of demonic forces or the performance of satanic
rites.

This theory resonated with pre-existing fears about occultism in political circles,
echoing long-standing conspiracy narratives such as those surrounding the
[lluminati or secret satanic cults. The idea that powerful elites were involved in
satanic rituals tapped into broader anxieties about hidden, malevolent forces
controlling world events. It also aligned with a cultural context in which distrust of
the political establishment was at an all-time high, particularly in the polarized
atmosphere of the 2016 election.

2. The Pizzagate Conspiracy and Its Connection to Spirit Cooking

The Pizzagate conspiracy theory, which falsely claimed that high-profile
Democratic politicians were involved in a child sex-trafficking ring operating out of
a Washington, D.C. pizzeria, quickly incorporated Spirit Cooking as part of its
narrative. The connection between the two was tenuous at best, but conspiracy
theorists latched onto the fact that John Podesta, whose emails mentioned
Abramovic¢’s Spirit Cooking dinner, was a central figure in Hillary Clinton’s
campaign.

In this conspiracy, Spirit Cooking was interpreted as a code for child trafficking,
satanic rituals, and abuse. The symbolic recipes from Abramovic¢’s work—such as
"with a sharp knife cut deeply into the middle finger of your left hand, eat the
pain"—were taken literally by those promoting Pizzagate, who claimed that these
instructions were evidence of secret rituals involving harm to children. The
mention of "milk" and "sperm" in the Spirit Cooking recipes was similarly



distorted, with conspiracy theorists falsely suggesting that these referred to
bodily fluids involved in abuse or human sacrifice.

The Pizzagate theory culminated in a real-world incident in which a man, Edgar
Maddison Welch, entered the pizzeria at the center of the conspiracy with a gun,
intending to "rescue" alleged victims. No evidence of trafficking or abuse was
found, and Welch was arrested, but the theory persisted in various online
communities even after being thoroughly debunked.

3. Claims of Human Sacrifice, Cannibalism, and Child Abuse

Another aspect of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories was the claim that
Abramovic¢’s art involved human sacrifice, cannibalism, or child abuse. These
theories built on the satanic ritual narrative, suggesting that her performances
were not only occult in nature but also involved literal harm to individuals. The
surreal and sometimes disturbing imagery in Abramovié¢’s work—particularly her
use of blood and the visceral language of her Spirit Cooking recipes—was
misinterpreted as evidence of these gruesome practices.

This aspect of the conspiracy gained traction in part because of the shock value it
carried. Allegations of human sacrifice and cannibalism evoke primal fears and tap
into cultural taboos, making them particularly potent in conspiracy narratives.
Theories about secretive elites engaging in these kinds of practices have a long
history in Western culture, from medieval blood libel accusations against Jews to
more recent claims of satanic cults during the "Satanic Panic" of the 1980s.

The fact that Abramovié often moves between the symbolic and the real in her
art—using physical substances like blood but in a purely artistic, non-literal
context—made her work an easy target for misinterpretation by those seeking to
validate these extreme claims.

4. Elitist Cult Theory Involving Powerful Political Figures

A central thread in the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories was the idea that
Abramovic’s work was part of a larger ritualistic practice carried out by powerful
elites, including politicians, celebrities, and business leaders. This theory built on
the idea of secret societies like the llluminati or the Freemasons, who are often
depicted in conspiracy lore as engaging in occult rituals to maintain their power.
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In this context, Spirit Cooking was interpreted as one of the rituals used by these
elites to solidify their control over the world. The fact that John Podesta, a high-
profile political figure, was invited to one of Abramovic’s dinners was seen as
evidence of the connection between her art and these shadowy power structures.
The invitation to a Spirit Cooking dinner was blown out of proportion, as theorists
conflated an art event with secretive and dangerous cult activity.

This elitist cult theory resonated with a broader populist narrative that was
gaining traction during the 2016 election cycle. Figures like Donald Trump
capitalized on distrust of political elites, and conspiracy theories about secretive
cabals fit neatly into this political discourse. The idea that powerful people were
engaging in ritualistic, occult practices behind closed doors fed into this narrative,
amplifying the fear and suspicion of those in power.

How These Theories Evolved in Online Communities, Particularly on Forums and
Social Media

The spread of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories was largely facilitated by the
rise of social media and the growth of online communities dedicated to
conspiracy research. Platforms like Reddit, 4chan, and later 8chan became
breeding grounds for the rapid dissemination of these theories, as users analyzed
and amplified the contents of the WikiLeaks emails.

Forums like 4chan’s /pol/ (Politically Incorrect) board played a key role in the
early development of the Pizzagate and Spirit Cooking narratives. Users on these
forums would pore over leaked emails and other documents, cherry-picking
references that could be reinterpreted as evidence of satanic rituals or child
trafficking. Theories would then spread from these fringe forums to more
mainstream platforms like Twitter and Facebook, where they were picked up by
influencers, political commentators, and conspiracy theorists with larger
followings.

The viral nature of these platforms allowed the theories to spread quickly, often
without being fact-checked or challenged. Algorithms on social media sites
contributed to the problem by amplifying sensational content, pushing it into the
feeds of users who were already inclined to believe in conspiracy theories. As the
narrative grew, it took on a life of its own, incorporating new details and
becoming increasingly elaborate, despite having no factual basis.
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In this environment, the line between reality and fiction became blurred. The
symbolic language of Abramovic’s art was taken literally, and the existence of
elite political figures in her orbit was presented as proof of nefarious activities.
Once these narratives gained momentum, they became almost impossible to
dislodge, even in the face of debunking efforts by the media, fact-checkers, and
Abramovic herself.

In summary, the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories represent a perfect storm of
political, cultural, and technological factors. In an era of heightened political
polarization and deep distrust of the establishment, Spirit Cooking—an art
performance rooted in symbolism—was twisted into a tale of dark rituals and
hidden power. These theories evolved rapidly in online spaces, where
misinformation and sensationalism were amplified, ultimately leading to real-
world consequences.

IV. The Role of Symbolism in Art and Misinterpretation
Exploration of How Artistic Symbolism Can Be Taken Literally by Non-Artists

Symbolism is one of the most fundamental elements of art, serving as a bridge
between the tangible and the abstract, the conscious and the unconscious.
Through symbols, artists communicate complex ideas, emotions, and philosophies
that may be difficult to express with words or literal representations. However,
this reliance on symbolism can also lead to significant misinterpretations,
particularly when the audience lacks the artistic or cultural context to understand
the deeper meanings behind certain symbols. When art is viewed through a literal
lens, particularly in the case of works that involve provocative imagery, the
symbolic intent of the artist can be lost or distorted, giving rise to fear, confusion,
or even outrage.

In Marina Abramovid’s Spirit Cooking, the use of blood, surreal "recipes," and
ritualistic elements were intended as metaphors for human emotion, pain, life,
and transformation. However, when taken out of context by those unfamiliar with
her artistic approach, these elements were misinterpreted as literal actions
associated with occult or dangerous rituals. This literal interpretation ignored the
deeply symbolic nature of Abramovic’s work, which is rooted in the history of
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performance art and the avant-garde tradition, where abstraction and metaphor
are essential tools for challenging the audience to engage with difficult or
uncomfortable themes.

For non-artists, especially those not versed in the language of performance art or
symbolism, it is easy to see how these artistic choices could be misunderstood. In
a world where information can be taken out of context and shared rapidly on
social media, these misunderstandings can quickly spiral into larger
misconceptions, as was the case with Spirit Cooking. This phenomenon is not
unique to Abramovic¢’s work but is a recurring issue in the history of modern and
contemporary art.

The History of Avant-Garde Art and Ritualistic Performance Pieces

Avant-garde art has a long history of pushing the boundaries of traditional
aesthetics, often using shock, provocation, and ritualistic elements to challenge
societal norms and provoke deeper reflection on human existence. The avant-
garde movement, which began in the late 19th century and continued through
the 20th century, sought to redefine what art could be, moving beyond mere
representation to explore abstraction, symbolism, and performance. As part of
this tradition, artists frequently engaged with the themes of ritual and the body as
sites of transformation, rebellion, and resistance.

One of the most famous early examples of ritualistic performance art is the work
of Dadaist artists in the 1920s, who used absurdist and provocative performances
to critique bourgeois values, politics, and the horrors of World War |. These
performances were often ritualistic in nature, incorporating elements of chaos,
randomness, and anti-authoritarianism. The intention was to disrupt traditional
modes of thinking and encourage the audience to question the status quo.

In the 1960s and 1970s, performance art became a significant medium for
exploring the body, ritual, and spirituality. Artists like Yoko Ono, Carolee
Schneemann, and Chris Burden used their own bodies in performances that often
mirrored religious or ritualistic acts but were stripped of any specific spiritual or
religious meaning. These works were intended to provoke a confrontation with
the audience, forcing them to consider themes like vulnerability, mortality, and
human connection.
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Marina Abramovi¢, emerging from this tradition, brought a more intense focus on
endurance and the emotional connection between artist and audience. Her
performances often involve physical pain or discomfort, symbolizing deeper
emotional or psychological experiences. In this way, Abramovié’s work, including
Spirit Cooking, fits within a long lineage of artists who have used ritualistic
elements to explore the human condition. However, because these works
frequently involve symbolic language and non-literal actions, they are often
misinterpreted by those who view them outside of the context of art history or
performance theory.

Case Studies of Other Artworks That Have Sparked Controversy or
Misinterpretation

The misinterpretation of art, particularly works that incorporate symbolism or
challenge conventional aesthetics, has a long history. Several notable examples
highlight the tension between artistic intent and public reception, illustrating how
easily provocative or abstract works can be misunderstood.

1. Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ (1987)
Serrano’s photograph of a crucifix submerged in a jar of the artist’s urine
caused widespread outrage when it was first exhibited in the late 1980s.
Religious groups and conservative commentators viewed the work as a
blasphemous attack on Christianity, while Serrano himself described the
piece as a commentary on the commercialization of religious imagery and
the tension between the sacred and the profane. The literal interpretation
of the work as an act of desecration obscured its symbolic exploration of
religious iconography and the commodification of faith.

2. Chris Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary (1996)
Ofili’s painting, which incorporated elephant dung and depictions of
genitalia alongside traditional religious imagery, was similarly controversial.
The work was intended to challenge stereotypes of African women and
explore the intersection of race, sexuality, and religion. However, many
critics viewed it as offensive to Christianity, interpreting the use of non-
traditional materials as disrespectful to religious figures. Like Piss Christ,
this misinterpretation stemmed from a literal reading of the work’s
materials rather than an engagement with its symbolic content.
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3. Guillermo Vargas’s Exposicion No. 1 (2007)
Vargas’s installation, which featured a starving dog tied up in a gallery,
caused an international outcry when rumors spread that the artist had
allowed the dog to die as part of the performance. In reality, the dog was
reportedly fed and released after the exhibition. The work was intended as
a critique of societal indifference to suffering, but the misinterpretation of
the artist’s intent led to widespread condemnation and even death threats.
The emotional power of the imagery—a starving animal—overwhelmed
any symbolic or critical reading of the work.

These case studies show how symbolism, when presented in provocative or
unconventional forms, can be easily misinterpreted, especially when viewed
outside the intended context. This pattern of misunderstanding highlights the
delicate balance artists must navigate when using powerful symbols that can be
taken literally or sensationalized by a broader public.

Discussion of the Fine Line Between Provocative Art and Public
Misunderstanding

The boundary between provocative art and public misunderstanding is inherently
thin, especially in an age where images and ideas can be disseminated rapidly and
without context. Provocative art, by its nature, is designed to challenge and
disrupt, often evoking strong emotional responses. Artists like Marina Abramovic,
who explore difficult and uncomfortable themes, rely on this emotional power to
push viewers out of their comfort zones. However, this very power can also lead
to backlash, especially when the audience lacks the necessary tools to engage
with the work on a symbolic or metaphorical level.

The public often approaches art with expectations shaped by traditional
aesthetics, where meaning is more explicit and easily accessible. When
confronted with avant-garde or performance art that uses abstraction, surrealism,
or ritualistic elements, audiences may struggle to understand the work’s intent.
Without a clear understanding of the symbolic language being used, viewers may
default to literal interpretations, especially when the art touches on sensitive
topics like religion, politics, or human suffering.

The media also plays a significant role in shaping public perception of provocative
art. Sensational headlines and out-of-context reporting can amplify

15



misinterpretations, turning artistic performances into scandals. In the case of
Spirit Cooking, social media algorithms and echo chambers further distorted the
meaning of Abramovié’s work, creating a feedback loop where conspiracy
theories were continuously reinforced.

Ultimately, the fine line between provocative art and public misunderstanding
hinges on the tension between artistic freedom and societal expectations. Artists
like Abramovic¢ challenge us to confront uncomfortable truths and engage with
abstract concepts, but their work can also be misused or misunderstood in ways
that undermine their original intent. In the age of social media, this tension has
become even more pronounced, as the rapid spread of information—often
without context—allows for misunderstandings to multiply and take on lives of
their own.

V. The Real-World Consequences of Misinformation

The rapid spread of misinformation, especially through social media and online
forums, has become one of the most significant challenges of the modern digital
age. When conspiracy theories take hold, they can have real-world consequences,
often resulting in fear, violence, and damage to reputations. One of the most
notorious examples of this was the Pizzagate conspiracy theory, which
culminated in a dangerous and violent incident at a Washington, D.C., pizzeria.
This section will explore how Pizzagate turned from an internet theory into a real-
world event, examine the broader dangers of unchecked conspiracy theories, and
discuss why certain audiences are drawn to these ideas. It will also assess the role
of the media in either fueling or debunking misinformation.

How Pizzagate Led to a Real-World Attack on a Washington, D.C., Pizzeria

In late 2016, as the U.S. presidential election reached its climax, the Pizzagate
conspiracy theory began to circulate widely on fringe internet forums and social
media platforms. The theory falsely claimed that Democratic politicians, including
Hillary Clinton and her campaign chair, John Podesta, were involved in a child sex-
trafficking ring that operated out of a Washington, D.C., pizzeria called Comet
Ping Pong. The claim had no basis in fact, but its sensational and horrifying nature
made it go viral.
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Pizzagate proponents believed that coded language in the leaked Podesta emails,
published by WikiLeaks, revealed secret messages about pedophilia and child
exploitation. When Marina Abramovic’s Spirit Cooking was mentioned in the
emails, conspiracy theorists falsely connected her art with the alleged trafficking
ring, further entrenching the narrative that an elite cabal was engaging in occult
rituals and child abuse.

On December 4, 2016, the conspiracy theory escalated from online chatter to
real-world violence when Edgar Maddison Welch, a 28-year-old man from North
Carolina, entered Comet Ping Pong armed with an AR-15 rifle. Welch believed
that the conspiracy was real and had come to the pizzeria to “self-investigate”
and rescue the children he thought were being held there. He fired several shots
inside the restaurant but did not injure anyone. After discovering that there were
no child trafficking operations or hidden rooms, Welch surrendered to the police
and was later sentenced to four years in prison.

This incident highlighted the real-world dangers of conspiracy theories. Despite
being thoroughly debunked, the Pizzagate theory had gained such momentum
online that it motivated a man to take violent action. The false narrative,
amplified by misinformation and baseless speculation, had profound
consequences, showing how easily online rumors can translate into real-world
harm.

Discussion on the Dangers of Conspiracy Theories Spreading Unchecked

Conspiracy theories, once confined to the fringes of society, can now spread
rapidly and unchecked through social media platforms, internet forums, and
alternative news outlets. These theories often thrive in environments where
misinformation is unregulated, and their spread can have serious, even deadly,
consequences. When conspiracy theories take root, they can undermine trust in
institutions, destabilize political systems, and incite violence, as seen in the case
of Pizzagate.

The unchecked spread of conspiracy theories poses several risks:

1. Incitement of Violence: As seen in Pizzagate, individuals who believe in
conspiracy theories may feel compelled to take extreme actions, including
violence, to "correct" perceived injustices or threats. When these theories
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involve claims of harm to children or other vulnerable groups, the
emotional response can be even more intense, leading to vigilantism and
violent outbursts.

. Erosion of Trust in Institutions: Conspiracy theories often target
government bodies, political leaders, the media, or scientific communities,
eroding public trust in these institutions. This distrust can have far-reaching
effects, from influencing elections to hindering public health campaigns, as
seen in the anti-vaccine movement and the spread of misinformation
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

. Polarization of Society: Conspiracy theories can further polarize societies,
creating echo chambers where individuals only encounter information that
reinforces their beliefs. This can lead to a breakdown in civil discourse,
making it difficult to reach consensus or engage in constructive dialogue on
important social and political issues.

. Damage to Reputations and Livelihoods: Innocent individuals or
businesses, like Comet Ping Pong, can suffer significant damage to their
reputations and livelihoods due to false accusations. Businesses targeted by
conspiracy theories may face harassment, threats, or boycotts, while
individuals implicated in these theories may experience reputational harm
that follows them for years.

Unchecked conspiracy theories thus represent a significant threat to social
stability, the rule of law, and the overall functioning of democratic societies.
Without adequate safeguards, these theories can lead to lasting damage.

The Psychological and Social Factors That Make Conspiracy Theories Appealing
to Certain Audiences

Several psychological and social factors contribute to the appeal of conspiracy
theories, making them particularly attractive to certain segments of the
population. These factors help explain why conspiracy theories like Pizzagate gain
traction, even in the face of contradictory evidence.

1. Need for Control and Certainty: Conspiracy theories often arise during

periods of social, political, or economic instability. In such times, individuals
may feel anxious and powerless, seeking explanations for complex or
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frightening events. Conspiracy theories offer simple, albeit false, answers to
these uncertainties, providing a sense of control and understanding in a
chaotic world.

2. Cognitive Biases: Psychological tendencies like confirmation bias—where
individuals favor information that confirms their pre-existing beliefs—and
pattern recognition—where people perceive connections or patterns even
in random events—can make conspiracy theories more compelling. These
cognitive biases lead people to selectively accept evidence that supports
the theory while dismissing contrary information.

3. Distrust of Authority: Many conspiracy theories appeal to those who
already harbor a deep-seated distrust of authority figures, such as
governments, the media, or the scientific community. These individuals are
more likely to believe that elites are engaged in secret plots or cover-ups,
especially when the narrative taps into broader fears about corruption or
abuse of power.

4. Social Identity and Group Belonging: Conspiracy theories can provide a
sense of identity and belonging, especially in online communities where
individuals bond over shared beliefs. These groups can foster a sense of
camaraderie and exclusivity, with members feeling that they possess
"hidden knowledge" that others do not. The communal aspect of these
groups strengthens belief in the conspiracy and makes individuals more
resistant to evidence that disproves it.

5. Emotional Appeal: Many conspiracy theories have a strong emotional
component, particularly when they involve protecting vulnerable groups,
such as children. The emotional intensity of these narratives makes them
more persuasive, especially when compared to complex, nuanced
explanations for world events. In the case of Pizzagate, the false notion
that children were being harmed galvanized people to act based on
emotion rather than reason.

The Role of the Media in Fact-Checking Versus Fueling Misinformation
The media plays a crucial role in both the spread and the containment of

conspiracy theories. Traditional media outlets and fact-checkers are essential in
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debunking misinformation, providing accurate information, and holding
accountable those who spread falsehoods. However, media platforms can also
inadvertently fuel conspiracy theories by giving them visibility, even when the
intent is to discredit them.

1. Amplification of Misinformation: News coverage of conspiracy theories,
even when intended to debunk them, can sometimes have the unintended
effect of amplifying the theory. By giving attention to the conspiracy, media
outlets may introduce it to new audiences or lend it a sense of legitimacy
by discussing it in a public forum. Sensationalist headlines or incomplete
reporting can also exacerbate the problem by highlighting the most
shocking or controversial aspects of the theory.

2. Social Media’s Role in Spreading Conspiracy Theories: Social media
platforms have become major vectors for the dissemination of conspiracy
theories. Their algorithms are designed to promote engaging and
sensational content, often amplifying misinformation. The lack of robust
moderation and fact-checking mechanisms on these platforms allows
conspiracy theories to spread rapidly, often reaching millions of users
before any corrective information can be applied. Platforms like Twitter,
Facebook, and YouTube have been heavily criticized for their role in
enabling conspiracy theories to flourish unchecked.

3. Fact-Checking and Debunking: On the other hand, traditional news media,
independent fact-checkers, and even some social media platforms have
made concerted efforts to counteract misinformation. Organizations like
Snopes, FactCheck.org, and PolitiFact specialize in verifying claims and
debunking false information. However, fact-checking efforts often face
significant challenges, particularly when misinformation spreads faster than
the truth. Moreover, individuals who are deeply entrenched in conspiracy
thinking may reject fact-checks outright, viewing them as part of the
broader conspiracy.

4. The Responsibility of Media Outlets: Journalists and media outlets have a
responsibility to report on conspiracy theories carefully, ensuring that they
do not unintentionally legitimize them. Providing context, highlighting the
lack of evidence, and avoiding sensationalism are crucial to preventing the
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further spread of misinformation. In some cases, ignoring baseless theories
rather than amplifying them might be the best course of action, as
extensive coverage can sometimes bring undue attention to fringe ideas.

In conclusion, the Pizzagate incident and the broader spread of conspiracy
theories underscore the real-world consequences of unchecked misinformation.
The emotional appeal, psychological factors, and role of the media in amplifying
or debunking these theories all contribute to their persistence in the digital age.
As the media landscape continues to evolve, finding effective ways to combat
conspiracy theories while protecting free speech will remain a critical challenge.

VI. Art, Misinformation, and the Politics of Fear

The convergence of art, misinformation, and the politics of fear has become a
defining feature of the 21st century’s cultural and political landscape. The rise of
digital media has created an environment where conspiracy theories flourish,
with fear and distrust acting as powerful catalysts for their spread. Art, which
often challenges societal norms and provokes emotional responses, can easily be
co-opted into political narratives that exploit these emotions. Marina Abramovi¢’s
Spirit Cooking serves as a prime example of how an avant-garde performance can
be misappropriated, transforming from an artistic expression into a symbol used
in ideological battles fueled by misinformation and fear.

Exploration of the Cultural and Political Climate That Allows Conspiracy Theories
to Flourish

Conspiracy theories have always existed, but the cultural and political climate of
the early 21st century has provided fertile ground for their proliferation. Several
factors contribute to this phenomenon:

1. Technological and Information Overload: The internet and social media
platforms have democratized access to information, allowing anyone to
publish and share content. However, this freedom has also led to an
overwhelming flood of information, much of which is unverified or outright
false. In a world where people are bombarded with news, opinions, and
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speculation, it becomes increasingly difficult to distinguish fact from fiction.
As traditional gatekeepers of information, such as established news
organizations, lose influence, conspiracy theories have found a new home
in the digital wilds of the internet.

. Distrust of Institutions: The late 20th and early 21st centuries have seen a
marked decline in public trust in governments, media organizations,
corporations, and scientific institutions. Scandals, corruption, and perceived
failures of leadership have left many people disillusioned with traditional
authority figures. In this vacuum of trust, conspiracy theories thrive. They
offer simple explanations for complex problems and provide narratives that
appeal to individuals seeking to make sense of a world they feel has
betrayed them.

. Political Polarization: The political divide, particularly in countries like the
United States, has become more extreme in recent years. This polarization
creates echo chambers where individuals are exposed primarily to
information that confirms their existing beliefs, including conspiracy
theories. Political leaders and influencers on both sides of the spectrum
have increasingly relied on fear and suspicion to rally their bases, often
invoking shadowy enemies or hidden plots to stoke anger and mobilize
support. This environment has made it easier for conspiracy theories, which
thrive on fear and distrust, to gain traction.

. Post-Truth Politics: The idea of a “post-truth” era, where emotional appeal
and belief override factual evidence, has taken root in political discourse. In
this climate, conspiracy theories become more than just fringe ideas—they
are embraced by influential figures and used as political tools. Politicians
and pundits may endorse or encourage conspiratorial thinking, either
explicitly or through insinuation, to manipulate public perception and
achieve political goals.

In this cultural and political climate, conspiracy theories like Pizzagate and the
misinterpretation of Spirit Cooking could spread rapidly and gain legitimacy in the
minds of those already primed to distrust authority and embrace alternative
narratives.
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The Use of Fear, Distrust, and Suspicion in the Creation and Spread of
Conspiracy Narratives

Fear has always been a potent motivator, and it plays a central role in the
creation and dissemination of conspiracy theories. Conspiracy narratives often
hinge on the idea that powerful, malevolent forces are working in secret to harm
or exploit vulnerable populations. This notion taps into primal fears of the
unknown and unseen, provoking emotional responses that make people more
likely to believe the conspiracy.

1. Fear as a Political Tool: Politicians and ideological actors frequently use
fear to manipulate public opinion and rally support. By presenting their
opponents as part of a nefarious conspiracy—whether it’s an elite cabal, a
secretive "deep state," or a group of globalists—political figures can
mobilize their base and silence dissent. Conspiracy theories serve this
purpose by reinforcing the idea that the "enemy" is not only wrong but also
dangerous, leading to an environment where dialogue and compromise are
impossible. Fear-based narratives are especially effective because they
trigger an emotional response that short-circuits rational thinking, making it
easier for misinformation to spread unchecked.

2. Suspicion of Elites and Outsiders: Conspiracy theories often play on long-
standing suspicions of elites, outsiders, or marginalized groups. In the case
of Spirit Cooking, the fact that Abramovic is an avant-garde artist who
operates outside the mainstream, and the Podestas are high-profile
political figures, made them ideal targets for those already inclined to
believe in elite conspiracies. The idea of a secret society of elites engaging
in occult rituals taps into centuries-old fears about secretive, powerful
groups working behind the scenes to manipulate world events.

3. Exploitation of Moral Panics: Moral panics are another key ingredient in
the spread of conspiracy theories. When a conspiracy theory touches on
deeply held moral beliefs—such as the protection of children, religious
values, or national identity—it gains emotional potency. The Pizzagate
theory, which falsely claimed that children were being trafficked and
abused by powerful politicians, played on these moral fears, making the
theory more believable and urgent in the eyes of its followers. Fear for the
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safety of vulnerable groups, such as children, is a powerful motivator for
people to believe and act on conspiracy theories, even in the absence of
evidence.

How Spirit Cooking Became a Symbol in Larger Political and Ideological Battles

Marina Abramovic’s Spirit Cooking performance, originally an abstract and
symbolic art piece, was co-opted into larger political and ideological battles during
the 2016 U.S. presidential election. What began as a misunderstood reference in
the leaked Podesta emails soon became a lightning rod for conspiracy theorists on
both the far-right and far-left, who used it to validate pre-existing narratives
about elite corruption, child trafficking, and occult practices.

1. Spirit Cooking as a Symbol of Elite Corruption: The fact that Abramovic’s
Spirit Cooking dinner was referenced in John Podesta’s emails allowed
conspiracy theorists to conflate art with political intrigue. Abramovic,
already known for her provocative and ritualistic performances, was an
easy target for those looking to paint elites as out of touch or morally
bankrupt. Her art became a stand-in for everything conspiracy theorists
feared about the elite: that they were engaging in secret, dangerous, and
immoral practices behind closed doors.

2. Spirit Cooking in the Context of the Culture War:
The controversy around Spirit Cooking became a flashpoint in the ongoing
culture war that was intensifying during the 2016 election. Abramovic's
avant-garde, ritualistic art was misinterpreted by conspiracy theorists as
emblematic of a liberal, secular elite disconnected from traditional values.
In this context, Spirit Cooking was seen as proof of moral decay among
political elites, who were accused of engaging in occult and satanic
practices. These claims resonated with certain groups who believed that
the "mainstream" culture—driven by liberal politics, modern art, and social
progressivism—was eroding the foundations of religion, family, and
traditional values.

The debate over Spirit Cooking thus became part of a broader ideological battle
between those who viewed modern art and progressive politics as morally
suspect and those who saw these claims as dangerous conspiracy theories that
stoked fear and division. Abramovic’s art became a symbol for everything
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conservatives and conspiracy theorists feared about the progressive elite—
decadent, disconnected, and dangerous.

3. The Weaponization of Spirit Cooking in Political Discourse:
The timing of the Spirit Cooking controversy during the 2016 election
further amplified its political significance. For conspiracy theorists and far-
right media, the misinterpretation of Abramovié's art was used as a weapon
against Hillary Clinton and her campaign, portraying Clinton’s political circle
as part of a corrupt, morally depraved elite. While the reference to Spirit
Cooking was tangential, it became a critical element in conspiracy
narratives like Pizzagate, helping to frame Clinton’s team as involved in
dark, hidden practices.

The use of Spirit Cooking in this context was more about leveraging fear and
suspicion than about the content of the art itself. The art became a tool for
political manipulation, used to reinforce a narrative that sought to delegitimize
and demonize the Clinton campaign. This highlights the broader trend of
conspiracy theories being weaponized in political discourse, where symbolic or
cultural elements are repurposed to support ideological attacks and erode trust in
political opponents.

The Intersection of Art, Politics, and Misinformation in the 21st Century

The Spirit Cooking controversy demonstrates how the boundaries between art,
politics, and misinformation have become increasingly blurred in the 21st century.
In an age of social media and rapid information dissemination, art can be easily
misinterpreted and politicized, leading to unintended consequences for both
artists and the political landscape. Several key factors contribute to this
intersection:

1. The Vulnerability of Symbolic Art to Misinformation:
Symbolic and abstract art, by its nature, invites multiple interpretations. In
the hands of conspiracy theorists, this openness to interpretation can be
exploited and distorted. Abramovic¢’s work, which uses ritualistic language
and imagery, was particularly vulnerable to misinterpretation because it
engaged with symbols and themes—like blood and ritual—that are easily
sensationalized. When art is taken out of context and interpreted literally,
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as in the case of Spirit Cooking, its symbolic intent is overshadowed by
conspiracy-driven narratives that distort the artist’s original message.

. The Role of Digital Media in Amplifying Misinformation:

The rise of digital media, particularly social media platforms, has created an
environment where misinformation can spread rapidly and virally. In the
case of Spirit Cooking, social media played a crucial role in turning an
obscure art performance into a central element of the Pizzagate
conspiracy. As algorithms prioritize sensational content that drives
engagement, conspiracy theories gain visibility and reach larger audiences.
This dynamic allows misinformation to proliferate before it can be fact-
checked or debunked, and it often persists even after corrective
information is published. The ability of conspiracy theories to "go viral"
reflects the broader challenge of combating misinformation in the digital
age.

. Art as a Political Battleground:

The politicization of art is not a new phenomenon, but it has become more
pronounced in the polarized political climate of the 21st century. As
cultural and political divides deepen, art is often dragged into ideological
battles. In this environment, art is no longer just a form of expression or
critique—it becomes a weapon in the broader struggle over values,
identity, and power. Abramovi¢’s work, which was intended to provoke
introspection and emotional engagement, was instead co-opted into
political narratives that weaponized her art against perceived enemies. This
trend reflects a broader shift in how art is used and understood in the
context of modern politics.

. The Artist’s Response to Misinformation:

The Spirit Cooking controversy also raises questions about how artists can
respond to misinformation and protect their work from being misused.
Abramovic¢ herself has repeatedly clarified that her performances, including
Spirit Cooking, are symbolic and not connected to any occult or sinister
practices. However, once misinformation has spread, it is difficult to
counteract its effects. Artists like Abramovic face the challenge of
navigating an information landscape where their work can be easily
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hijacked and distorted, leading to reputational harm and even threats to
their safety. The intersection of art, politics, and misinformation forces
artists to consider how they engage with the public and how their work
might be interpreted—or misinterpreted—in a politically charged
environment.

Conclusion

The case of Spirit Cooking illustrates how fear, misinformation, and political
polarization can transform art into a symbol for larger ideological battles. In the
age of digital media, abstract and provocative art is especially vulnerable to
misinterpretation, as conspiracy theorists exploit symbols and themes to serve
their own narratives. The spread of conspiracy theories like Pizzagate shows how
misinformation can have real-world consequences, from reputational damage to
acts of violence. As the intersection of art, politics, and misinformation continues
to evolve, it will be crucial to develop strategies for countering the misuse of
artistic expression while preserving the freedom to create and provoke critical
thought. Artists, media platforms, and the public all have a role to play in ensuring
that art remains a space for dialogue and reflection, rather than a tool for division
and fear.

VII. The Debunking of Spirit Cooking Conspiracies

In the wake of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories that gained widespread
attention during the 2016 U.S. presidential election, numerous fact-checkers,
media outlets, and independent investigators took on the task of debunking the
false narratives surrounding Marina Abramovi¢’s performance art. Despite their
efforts, conspiracy theories continued to persist, illustrating the challenges of
combating misinformation in the digital age. This section explores how Spirit
Cooking conspiracies were debunked, why such theories endure even after being
disproven, and the lasting impact on Abramovi¢’s reputation and public
perception.

Analysis of Fact-Checking Efforts and Statements from Abramovi¢

Marina Abramovic¢, confronted with the sudden and widespread
misinterpretation of her work, issued several public statements clarifying the
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nature of Spirit Cooking. In interviews and press releases, she repeatedly
emphasized that her art was being taken out of context and misrepresented.
Abramovic explained that Spirit Cooking was a performance piece, using symbolic
and ritualistic language as metaphors for human emotion, not an occult ritual or
satanic ceremony as conspiracy theorists claimed. She further clarified that the
dinner referenced in the John Podesta emails was a private event, entirely
separate from the original Spirit Cooking performance from the 1990s, and had no
ritualistic or spiritual component.

In a 2016 interview with ArtNews, Abramovic¢ expressed shock and dismay over
the conspiracy theories, stating:

"Anybody who wants can read my memoirs and find out that [Spirit Cooking] was
just a normal dinner. There was nothing special. I've been doing my performances
for so long, and this is a misunderstanding. | am completely against this kind of
manipulation of information."

Abramovic’s direct engagement with the issue was crucial in addressing the false
claims, though she admitted that once a conspiracy theory takes hold, it becomes
very difficult to undo the damage.

Examination of the Debunking Process by Various Media Outlets and
Independent Investigators

Several major media outlets and independent fact-checkers took on the task of
debunking the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories. Websites like Snopes,
FactCheck.org, and Politifact, as well as mainstream news organizations such as
The Washington Post and The New York Times, published detailed articles
explaining the origins of the conspiracy and providing evidence to refute its
claims.

1. Snopes: One of the earliest and most prominent fact-checking websites,
Snopes published a comprehensive debunking of the Spirit Cooking claims
shortly after the theory began to gain traction. The article explained the
artistic nature of Abramovi¢’s work and how the performance was being
twisted into something sinister by conspiracy theorists. Snopes rated the
claims "False," clarifying that there was no evidence connecting Abramovié
or the Podestas to occult practices or child trafficking.
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2. FactCheck.org and Politifact: These fact-checking organizations also
produced thorough analyses, explaining that the references to Spirit
Cooking in the Podesta emails were being misrepresented by conspiracy
theorists. They noted that Spirit Cooking was a performance art piece from
the 1990s, not an occult ritual, and debunked the false claims surrounding
Abramovic¢’s art.

3. Mainstream Media Coverage: Newspapers like The New York Times, The
Washington Post, and The Guardian published articles examining how the
Pizzagate and Spirit Cooking conspiracies were fabricated and spread
through social media. They highlighted the role of fringe websites and
online forums in amplifying these false narratives and discussed the
broader political and cultural implications of the conspiracy theories.

Despite these efforts, the fact-checking process faced challenges in reaching
those most deeply embedded in conspiracy communities. Conspiracy theories
often gain traction in echo chambers where believers are resistant to information
that contradicts their worldview. As a result, debunking efforts, while successful
in reaching broader audiences, struggled to penetrate the online spaces where
the conspiracies originated.

How Conspiracy Theories Persist Even After Being Debunked

One of the most troubling aspects of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories, and
conspiracy theories in general, is their ability to persist even after being
thoroughly debunked. Several psychological, social, and technological factors
contribute to this phenomenon:

1. Cognitive Dissonance and Confirmation Bias: Many conspiracy theorists
hold strong, emotionally driven beliefs that are resistant to contrary
evidence. When faced with information that contradicts their views, they
experience cognitive dissonance—a psychological discomfort that arises
when one’s beliefs are challenged. To reduce this discomfort, conspiracy
theorists often engage in confirmation bias, seeking out information that
supports their pre-existing beliefs while dismissing or ignoring debunking
efforts. In this way, even credible fact-checking reports are often
disregarded by those who are deeply committed to the conspiracy.
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2. Echo Chambers and Filter Bubbles: Social media platforms and online
forums create environments where conspiracy theories can thrive, largely
unchallenged. Algorithms on platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube
are designed to promote content that generates engagement, often
amplifying sensationalist or conspiratorial content. Within these digital
echo chambers, users are exposed primarily to information that reinforces
their beliefs, making it difficult for fact-checking efforts to reach them. The
Spirit Cooking conspiracy, like other conspiracy theories, was fueled by
these self-reinforcing digital ecosystems.

3. Distrust of Mainstream Institutions: Many conspiracy theorists harbor a
deep distrust of mainstream media, government institutions, and experts.
As a result, they are less likely to accept information from fact-checking
organizations or traditional news outlets, which they view as part of the
conspiracy. In the case of Spirit Cooking, debunking efforts from credible
news organizations were often dismissed by conspiracy theorists as part of
a broader cover-up by the "elite."

4. Emotional Appeal: Conspiracy theories often evoke strong emotions, such
as fear, anger, or moral outrage, making them more compelling than
factual corrections. The Pizzagate and Spirit Cooking conspiracies, which
falsely claimed that children were being trafficked and abused, triggered
powerful emotional responses in those who believed them. These
emotional narratives can override logical reasoning, making it difficult for
fact-based debunking efforts to change minds.

The Lingering Impact on Abramovic¢’s Reputation and the Public Perception of
Her Work

Despite the debunking of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories, the
misinformation surrounding Marina Abramovi¢ and her art has had a lasting
impact on her reputation. The widespread nature of the conspiracy, combined
with the emotional intensity of the accusations, has permanently altered the way
some members of the public view her work. For many, especially those who
encountered the conspiracy theory in online spaces, Abramovic is no longer seen
primarily as an avant-garde artist but as a figure shrouded in controversy and
suspicion.
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1. Reputational Harm: Although Abramovi¢ has continued to work and exhibit
globally, the Spirit Cooking controversy has left a stain on her public image,
particularly among those who are unaware of the full context of her work.
For a segment of the population, particularly those exposed to
misinformation through social media, she is associated with satanic rituals
and occultism—despite the clear evidence to the contrary.

2. Personal and Professional Consequences: Abramovic has spoken about the
personal toll that the conspiracy theories have taken on her. In interviews,
she expressed frustration and distress over being targeted by conspiracy
theorists and having her work misrepresented in such a harmful way. The
widespread nature of the conspiracy also posed potential risks to her
safety, as other conspiracy theories (such as Pizzagate) have led to real-
world violence. The professional consequences of being entangled in a
conspiracy theory, even one that has been debunked, are significant for an
artist who relies on public perception and critical engagement with her
work.

3. The Legacy of Spirit Cooking in the Cultural Imagination: Even though the
conspiracy theories surrounding Spirit Cooking have been thoroughly
discredited, the performance piece has become a symbol in the broader
cultural imagination. For some, it represents the intersection of art,
controversy, and conspiracy; for others, it remains a misunderstood and
sensationalized artifact of the 2016 political climate. The persistence of
these false narratives continues to shape public discourse about
Abramovi¢’s work, illustrating how difficult it is to fully recover from
misinformation once it has taken hold.

Conclusion

The debunking of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories provides important
lessons about the nature of misinformation in the digital age. While fact-checking
efforts and public statements from Abramovi¢ were effective in clarifying the
truth for many, they were unable to fully undo the damage caused by the
conspiracy theories. The persistence of these false narratives highlights the
resilience of conspiracy thinking, particularly in environments where fear, distrust,
and emotional appeal override factual evidence. For artists like Abramovic, whose
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work challenges audiences with provocative and abstract symbolism, the risk of
misinterpretation and exploitation by conspiracy theorists remains a significant
concern. Ultimately, the Spirit Cooking controversy serves as a cautionary tale
about the power of misinformation and the long-lasting effects it can have on
both individuals and public discourse.

VIII. The Future of Art in a Misinformation Age

The digital age, marked by hyperconnectivity and the rapid dissemination of
information, has created both unprecedented opportunities and significant
challenges for artists. While the internet provides a global platform for artists to
share their work and connect with audiences, it also exposes their creations to
misinterpretation, distortion, and weaponization in ways that were once
unimaginable. As the Spirit Cooking controversy demonstrated, even abstract,
symbolic, and provocative art can become embroiled in conspiracy theories,
leading to reputational damage, personal threats, and the erosion of public
understanding. This section explores the future of art in an era dominated by
misinformation, the challenges artists face, and how society can better protect
both artistic freedom and public understanding in this complex environment.

Discussion on the Challenges Artists Face in an Age of Hyperconnectivity and
Rapid Dissemination of False Information

In the digital age, artists no longer create work solely for galleries, museums, or a
local audience. The internet has transformed the way art is distributed,
consumed, and interpreted, enabling artists to reach a global audience with a few
clicks. However, this global reach comes with significant risks, as artists no longer
control the contexts in which their work is viewed or discussed.

1. Loss of Context: One of the biggest challenges artists face today is the loss
of control over how their work is presented and interpreted. When artwork
is shared online—often through social media platforms like Twitter,
Facebook, or Instagram—context is easily stripped away. Art that relies on
symbolic or ritualistic elements, such as Marina Abramovi¢’s Spirit Cooking,
becomes vulnerable to misinterpretation when it circulates outside of its
original artistic or cultural framework. This loss of context opens the door
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for conspiracy theorists and others to twist the meaning of the work for
their own purposes.

. Viral Misinformation: The speed at which misinformation can spread
online exacerbates the problem. False claims, distortions, or deliberate
misrepresentations of an artist’s work can quickly go viral, reaching millions
of people before fact-checking or clarification can occur. This viral spread of
misinformation is particularly problematic in the art world, where the
nuances of symbolism, metaphor, and abstraction can be easily
misunderstood or deliberately misrepresented by those with an agenda.
Artists whose work challenges norms or provokes strong emotions are
particularly susceptible to these dynamics.

. Reputational Damage and Personal Risk: As seen with Spirit Cooking, the
reputational damage caused by misinformation can be long-lasting and
difficult to repair. Even after conspiracy theories are debunked, artists may
continue to be associated with false narratives that impact their public
image, career, and personal safety. Artists who engage in provocative or
boundary-pushing work often face harassment, threats, and even physical
danger from individuals who believe in or are inspired by conspiracy
theories. This creates a climate of fear for artists who may hesitate to
pursue controversial or experimental projects.

. Ethical Challenges for Artists: In the face of such challenges, some artists
may grapple with ethical questions about how their work is interpreted in
the digital age. Should they self-censor to avoid misinterpretation? Should
they tailor their art to be less provocative in a media environment that is
primed for sensationalism? These are difficult questions, as artists must
balance their creative freedom with the potential consequences of how
their work is perceived and weaponized in an increasingly polarized world.

How Artists Can Respond to the Weaponization of Their Work in Conspiracy
Theories

Artists whose work has been co-opted or misrepresented in conspiracy theories
face a difficult task in responding to such weaponization. While some may choose
to disengage, others can take proactive steps to address misinformation, clarify
their artistic intent, and protect their reputation.
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1. Public Statements and Clarifications: One of the most immediate and
effective ways for artists to respond to conspiracy theories is to issue public
statements clarifying the intent behind their work. Marina Abramovic, for
example, directly addressed the Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories,
explaining the symbolic nature of her performance and distancing herself
from any occult or ritualistic interpretations. By engaging with the public
and media, artists can help shape the narrative and counteract false claims
before they spiral out of control.

2. Collaboration with Fact-Checkers and Media: Artists can also work with
independent fact-checkers and media outlets to debunk conspiracy
theories and set the record straight. Organizations like Snopes,
FactCheck.org, and PolitiFact specialize in investigating misinformation and
can be valuable allies in combating false narratives. By providing clear
explanations of their work and collaborating with these organizations,
artists can ensure that accurate information reaches the public.

3. Art as a Response to Misinformation: Some artists may choose to respond
to conspiracy theories through their work, using their platform to comment
on the nature of misinformation, fear, and paranoia in the digital age. By
addressing the issue head-on through creative expression, artists can
critique the mechanisms of conspiracy thinking and explore how
misinformation impacts society. This approach allows artists to reclaim
their work from those who seek to weaponize it, turning the tables on
conspiracy theorists by using art as a tool for critical reflection.

4. Legal Protections: In some cases, artists may need to explore legal avenues
to protect their work from misuse or defamation. While the legal process
can be costly and time-consuming, it may be necessary for artists facing
severe reputational harm or harassment as a result of misinformation.
Defamation lawsuits or cease-and-desist orders can be tools for holding
accountable those who spread false claims about an artist’s work.

The Role of Social Media Platforms and Governments in Combating the Spread
of Misinformation

While artists can take individual action to combat misinformation, social media
platforms and governments also have a responsibility to address the spread of
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false information. As the primary vectors through which misinformation spreads,
platforms like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube play a central role in
how conspiracy theories gain traction and reach wide audiences.

1. Platform Accountability: Social media companies must take greater
responsibility for moderating content and preventing the spread of
conspiracy theories. This includes developing algorithms that prioritize
accurate information, improving fact-checking measures, and taking swift
action against accounts or pages that repeatedly spread misinformation. In
the case of Spirit Cooking, platforms that allowed conspiracy theories to
spread unchecked bear some responsibility for the viral reach of the false
claims.

2. Fact-Checking Partnerships: Many social media platforms have already
partnered with fact-checking organizations to combat misinformation.
These partnerships should be expanded, with fact-checked content more
prominently displayed on platforms. For example, when false information
about an artist’s work is shared, platforms can attach verified corrections or
fact-checks to the post to prevent further spread of the misinformation.

3. Government Intervention and Regulation: While governments must tread
carefully to avoid infringing on free speech, they can play a role in
regulating how platforms handle misinformation. Regulatory measures that
enforce transparency in social media algorithms and hold companies
accountable for their role in spreading false information can be important
tools in the fight against conspiracy theories. Governments can also support
public education initiatives aimed at improving media literacy, helping
individuals better recognize misinformation and conspiracy theories.

The Implications for Freedom of Expression in the Face of Public
Misinterpretation

As artists navigate the challenges of misinformation, they must also contend with
the broader implications for freedom of expression. The rise of conspiracy
theories and the weaponization of art have raised important questions about the
limits of artistic freedom and the responsibilities of artists in a highly connected
and polarized world.
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1. Balancing Free Expression with Responsibility: Artists have long pushed
the boundaries of cultural norms, using provocative and controversial art to
challenge audiences and provoke critical thought. However, in an era
where art can be rapidly misinterpreted and weaponized, artists must
consider the potential consequences of their work. Some may feel pressure
to self-censor or avoid certain themes to prevent their art from being co-
opted by conspiracy theorists. This tension between creative freedom and
social responsibility is a difficult one to navigate, as artists seek to balance
their artistic vision with the realities of a misinformation-driven society.

2. The Right to Interpret and Critique: While artists are often the primary
arbiters of their work’s meaning, the public also has a right to interpret and
critique art in ways that resonate with their own experiences and beliefs.
However, the rise of conspiracy theories raises questions about where the
line between valid interpretation and harmful misrepresentation lies. When
does an interpretation cross the line into deliberate distortion? And how
should artists and society respond to such misinterpretations without
stifling free expression?

3. The Role of Media Literacy: In the face of these challenges, improving
media literacy is critical. As audiences become more aware of how
misinformation spreads and more adept at critically evaluating content,
they will be better equipped to engage with art in meaningful ways,
without falling victim to conspiracy theories or false narratives. Schools,
governments, and media platforms can all play a role in promoting media
literacy as a means of defending both artistic freedom and public
understanding.

Conclusion

The future of art in an age of misinformation presents both challenges and
opportunities for artists, audiences, and society at large. As hyperconnectivity and
the rapid spread of information reshape the way art is consumed and interpreted,
artists must contend with the potential for their work to be misrepresented,
weaponized, or co-opted into conspiracy narratives. Social media platforms and
governments also have a role to play in combating the spread of misinformation,
while protecting the right to free expression. As society grapples with these
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issues, the need for media literacy, fact-checking, and responsible content
moderation will become increasingly urgent. Ultimately, the future of art in the
digital age depends on finding a balance between creative freedom and the
realities of a connected, but often misinformed, world.

Conclusion

The Spirit Cooking conspiracy theories that emerged during the 2016 U.S.
presidential election serve as a powerful example of how misinformation, political
manipulation, and fear can distort the meaning of art and fuel harmful narratives.
What began as a performance art piece by Marina Abramovi¢ in the 1990s was,
years later, transformed into a symbol of satanic panic, child abuse, and elite
corruption. The origins of this conspiracy can be traced back to the 2016
WikiLeaks email leak involving John Podesta, where a reference to a Spirit Cooking
dinner—misunderstood and stripped of its artistic context—sparked wild
speculation. As the conspiracy evolved, it became entangled in the broader
Pizzagate narrative, which falsely alleged that Democratic politicians were
involved in child trafficking and occult rituals. Despite efforts to debunk these
theories, they persisted, demonstrating the staying power of misinformation in
the digital age.

Recap of the Origins and Evolution of the Spirit Cooking Conspiracy Theories

The roots of the Spirit Cooking conspiracy lie in a confluence of factors: a
politically charged atmosphere, distrust of elites, and the viral spread of
misinformation via social media. Marina Abramovié’s performance, which was
originally intended as an abstract exploration of human emotion and ritual, was
co-opted by conspiracy theorists who misinterpreted her symbolic language as
evidence of occult practices. When this artistic work was mentioned in John
Podesta’s emails, it provided the perfect material for conspiracy theorists, who
were already primed to believe in secretive, elite cabals. Spirit Cooking became
the focal point of broader conspiracy theories that falsely accused high-profile
political figures of engaging in satanic rituals and child abuse.

As the conspiracy spread through social media and online forums, it took on a life
of its own, untethered from the facts or context surrounding Abramovié’s work.
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The Pizzagate theory, which culminated in a violent attack on a Washington, D.C.
pizzeria, showed how easily misinformation can escalate from online chatter to
real-world consequences. Despite the efforts of Abramovié, fact-checkers, and
media outlets to debunk the conspiracy, it continued to persist in certain online
communities, highlighting the difficulty of dispelling misinformation once it takes
hold.

Reflection on the Broader Social, Political, and Cultural Consequences of
Misinformation

The Spirit Cooking conspiracy is emblematic of the broader social, political, and
cultural consequences of misinformation. In an era where information spreads
rapidly and is often consumed without context, the public’s ability to critically
assess and understand complex ideas is under threat. Misinformation not only
distorts the truth but also erodes trust in institutions, deepens political
polarization, and fuels fear and suspicion. The consequences of these dynamics
can be profound, as seen in the case of Pizzagate, where a baseless conspiracy
theory led to violence.

Politically, misinformation has been weaponized to undermine opponents and
stoke division. Conspiracy theories like Spirit Cooking and Pizzagate were not just
random fabrications—they were part of a broader effort to delegitimize political
figures, disrupt democratic processes, and spread fear about the hidden
intentions of elites. In this way, misinformation becomes a political tool, capable
of influencing public opinion and even destabilizing societies.

Culturally, misinformation around art, like Abramovi¢’s Spirit Cooking, reveals the
dangers of stripping symbolic works of their meaning. When art is removed from
its original context and interpreted through the lens of fear or conspiracy, it loses
its capacity to provoke critical thought and introspection. Instead, it becomes a
weapon in ideological battles, where its purpose is twisted to serve agendas that
have nothing to do with the artist’s intent.

The Importance of Understanding Symbolism in Art and Preventing Its
Exploitation for Conspiracy Narratives

The Spirit Cooking controversy underscores the importance of understanding
symbolism in art and ensuring that it is not exploited for conspiracy narratives.
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Art, particularly abstract and symbolic work, invites multiple interpretations, but
these interpretations must be grounded in the context of the artist’s intent and
the cultural or historical significance of the work. Without this understanding, art
becomes vulnerable to misinterpretation and exploitation, as was the case with
Spirit Cooking.

In an age of viral misinformation, artists, critics, and media outlets must work
together to preserve the integrity of symbolic and provocative art. Artists should
be encouraged to engage directly with the public, offering explanations of their
work to prevent misinterpretation. At the same time, critics and educators can
help foster a deeper appreciation for abstract art, teaching audiences how to
interpret symbolism in ways that enhance understanding rather than fuel fear.

Social media platforms also have a role to play in preventing the exploitation of
art for conspiracy narratives. By promoting fact-checking and contextual
information alongside controversial or misinterpreted works, these platforms can
help reduce the spread of false claims and prevent artists from being unfairly
targeted by conspiracy theorists.

Final Thoughts on the Resilience of Both Art and Truth in the Face of
Misinformation

Despite the challenges posed by misinformation, both art and truth remain
resilient forces. Marina Abramovié, though deeply affected by the Spirit Cooking
controversy, continues to create, exhibiting her work around the world and
engaging with audiences who appreciate the symbolic depth and emotional
power of her performances. Art, by its nature, is adaptive, evolving with the times
while continuing to provoke thought, reflection, and emotional response. In the
face of misinformation, artists can reclaim their work by using their platforms to
clarify intent, engage in dialogue, and continue pushing boundaries.

Truth, too, has resilience, though it often takes longer to assert itself in the face of
conspiracy theories. While false narratives may spread quickly, the work of fact-
checkers, journalists, and critical thinkers remains essential in restoring accuracy
and understanding. In the case of Spirit Cooking, many media outlets, fact-
checking organizations, and Abramovi¢ herself worked diligently to set the record
straight, and for a large portion of the public, the conspiracy theory was
ultimately discredited.
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However, the persistence of conspiracy theories like Spirit Cooking reveals the
ongoing challenges of the digital age, where misinformation can take on a life of
its own. Moving forward, it will be essential to continue developing strategies for
combating misinformation while protecting the freedom of expression that allows
art to thrive. As we navigate this complex landscape, the resilience of both art and
truth will depend on our collective ability to promote understanding, context, and
critical thought in the face of fear and distortion.
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