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Abstract

This capstone project, titled 'Unveiling the Veiled: Semiotic Analysis of Symbols and

Power Dynamics in the Denver Airport Conspiracy Theories,' embarks on a thorough

examination and undertaking of the public discourse surrounding the Denver International

Airport, paying special attention to its iconic artworks. By employing a blend of qualitative and

quantitative methodologies, and using MAXQDA24™ software, the study analyzes discourse

from six blogs that either uphold or challenge the narratives associated with DIA's art pieces.

In an era where airports symbolize more than just travel—echoing broader themes of

power, surveillance, and technology—DIA's art, including the 'Blue Mustang,' 'Notre Denver'

gargoyles, and Leo Tanguma's murals, stands at the intersection of varied interpretations. The

project investigates how these artworks become focal points in conspiracy theories that attribute

to them hidden, often ominous messages, contrasting these views with defending narratives that

emphasize the art's intended communicative and commemorative functions.

Uncovered is a clear divide in the perception of DIA's artworks; while conspiracy

theories often attach a single negative meaning to them, proponents offer a more comprehensive

and inclusive interpretation of the art's significance. The research highlights how conspiracy

theories can manipulate the artwork's message, elevating their own explanation as the primary

one and distorting the original intent and overall understanding of the art.

By detailing these opposing interpretations, the study highlights the underlying societal

dynamics, underscoringissues of trust and authority. It demonstrates how art's openness to

interpretation can be manipulated to forge alternative realities, especially in symbolically
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charged environments like airports. The results support the idea of being more thoughtful when it

comes to displaying art in public areas and propose that clear messaging could prevent confusion

and combat theories and narrative hijacking driven by conspiracies.. Through its analysis, the

project offers insights into the interplay of art, symbolism, and perception at DIA, providing

broader implications for the role of public space art in contemporary society.
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Introduction

In today's world, airports represent one of the many institutions that enable citizens to

exercise their right to freedom of movement and offer protection and safety as they do. Today,

they no longer hold the same trustworthy reputations as they did in past decades, in the pre-9/11

era.. Their perceptions have shifted, and now can be seen as symbolizing power, surveillance,

and technological advancements in the aftermath of events like 9/11, which caused airports to

restructure their security and surveillance procedures. Denver International Airport is a

fascinating case study to frame this thinking, as it blends cultural, political and communication

narratives. Its unique architecture, rumored underground 'Illuminati' facilities, and provocative

artworks have fueled many conspiracy theories (Winkelman, 2012). These theories suggest that

the airport is more than a transportation hub; they hint at hidden operations, complex power

dynamics, and artwork that contains secret messages, warnings of genocide and the apocalypse.

Supporters of these ideas claim that the airport is filled with signs and symbols that reveal a

darker side to its operations. This perception is intensified by the shift in airport security

post-9/11—transforming these spaces from flowing areas to heavily monitored zones with

restrictions on movement (Malley, 2006 p.415). Within the modern travel landscape, there exists

a tension between security needs and the desire for unrestricted movement, creating ground for

conspiracy theories to thrive.

Because of security needs and community engagement mandates, the airport has chosen

to frame its operations using art. This messaging fails to achieve its intended purpose because of

the hijacking of messaging by conspiracy theorists. Understanding how this hijacking occurred

through an examination of language mechanisms used by conspiracy theorists can be an
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important step in helping airports communicate their missions in less vulnerable ways. Given the

imperative for security measures and community involvement, airports have strategically utilized

art as a framing device for their operations. However, this messaging often falls short of its

intended impact due to the co-opting of narratives by conspiracy theorists. Understanding the

mechanisms behind this co-opting, particularly through an analysis of language, can serve as a

crucial step towards aiding airports in reimagining their messaging and mitigating vulnerability.

By reframing the controversy surrounding airport art as a study in rebranding and message

hijacking, semiotics and other investigative approaches can emerge as valuable tools in this

endeavor, ultimately contributing to the broader goal of assisting airports in effectively

communicating their missions

Objective

The primary objective of this project is to uncover the symbolic elements of Denver

International Airport, focusing on its artworks significance, and how that plays into the

perception of the airport as both a physical and symbolic location. This research examines the

narratives and meanings associated with the airport's prominent art installations, such as the

'Blue Mustang', the horse sculpture, the gargoyles 'Notre Denver' in the baggage claim area, and

the Leo Tangumas murals 'The Children of the World Dream of Peace' and 'In Peace and

Harmony with Nature'. By employing a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods

focused on semiotic theory, this study seeks to unravel how these artworks utilize symbols for

communication purposes and how these symbols can be misinterpreted.

Misunderstandings tend to arise within conspiracy circles, where these artworks' symbols

are often distorted to align with their narratives (Mahl, 2023). This project intends to investigate
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how simplistic symbols are misconstrued and assigned connotations that align with these

conspiracy theories. In examining how institutional narratives are constructed and then

misinterpreted and hijacked by conspiracy theorists, an understanding can be achieved of what

communication tools airports should be using to mediate against misinterpretation. This involves

examining the vulnerabilities in their messaging and suggesting how airports can control their

messaging to counter conspiracy theory attacks that threaten safety and freedom of movement.

By dissecting the process through which airports' symbolic communications are hijacked, the

research aims to offer strategies that could bolster the resilience of airport narratives, ensuring

they convey intended messages effectively and contribute positively to the public discourse,

reinforcing trust and security.

Scope

The scope of this capstone project is specifically focused on analyzing the intersection of

art, and conspiracy theories at Denver International Airport through a semiotic lens. It aims to

dissect the semiotics of airport spaces, particularly post-9/11, to understand how the airport's

artistic and architectural symbols are co-opted into conspiracy theory narratives. The research

will concentrate on key art installations within the airport, examining their intended Roles of

communication and subsequent reinterpretations in discussions about conspiracy theories will be

explored. The study will also examine how these theories have evolved over time and spread

through online platforms, showing how digital media can magnify and reshape these narratives.

While the focus of the project will be on the wider implications of these dynamics for public

space symbols and digital communication, it will concentrate on Denver International Airport as

a specific case. This approach ensures a thorough and detailed analysis within a manageable
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scope, preventing the scattering of research efforts across too many diverse topics. The main

objective is to provide valuable suggestions on how airports and similar institutions can shape

and protect their narratives in light of such challenges.

Plan

The report will commence with an introduction outlining the complex interplay between

art, architecture, and public perception at Denver International Airport, providing historical

context and illustrating why its aesthetic elements have attracted attention and given rise to

various interpretations, including conspiracy theories. This will be followed by a literature

review, synthesizing existing research on the semiotics of airport spaces and their cultural impact

post-9/11, highlighting how such environments become canvases for broader societal narratives

and anxieties.

Subsequently, the report will present a clear research question, aiming to dissect how

semiotic interpretations of DIA's art and architecture reflect the alteration or toxication of

intended meanings and how these interpretations shape the discourse around public institutions

using art for communicative ends. The methods section will detail the procedural steps

undertaken for data collection and analysis, elucidating the selection of blog posts, the

employment of MAXQDA24 for content analysis, and the application of semiotic frameworks to

categorize and analyze the data.

In the findings section, the report will showcase the distilled data, articulating prevalent

themes, narrative structures, and word usage patterns identified in the discourse, supported by

appropriate data visualizations. This leads into a discussion that anticipates critiques and
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counterarguments, reinforcing the study's findings while acknowledging potential limitations and

alternative interpretations.

To conclude, the summary will bring together the lessons learned, considering the larger

impact on governmental entities that utilize art as a means of communication in the public

domain. The capstone will end with suggestions, providing practical guidance for these entities

to make use of art meaningfully to express their goals and principles, promoting transparent

communication and addressing potential challenges related to how the public perceives and

interprets their narratives.

Literature Review

This capstone project combines different fields of study to examine how conspiracy

theories are connected with the use of symbols at Denver International Airport. The main goal is

to analyze the airport's symbols, like the 'Blucifer' statue, the gargoyles, and the Tanguma murals,

as well as its architecture and role as a key transport hub. There needs to be an understanding of

how these symbols are used for communication and how people interpret them, especially when

these interpretations lead to conspiracy theories. The research looks into three main areas: how

semiotic analysis applies to conspiracy theories, a review of existing literature on conspiracy

theories, and studies on airports and the idea of movement freedom.

The project aims to find out where conspiracy theories begin and how symbols play a

role, particularly focusing on why official stories often get questioned or ignored. By studying

how the airport's way of sharing information can become part of a larger debate over its

meaning, the research seeks to uncover why Denver Airport has become such a hot topic in these
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discussions. The goal is to figure out how airports can communicate better, making sure their

messages are clear and believed in a time when people are quick to doubt official explanations.

Semiotic Theory:

First, a semiotic exploration had to occur. Roland Barthes laid the groundwork for

semiotic theory, which explores the interpretation of various signs, including images, gestures,

and objects. He posed that semiotics aims to analyze all sign systems, encompassing rituals,

conventions, and public entertainment (Barthes, 1968, p.9). Similarly, Anne Webber's research

into the semiotics of roads highlights how road signs, markings, and traffic lights use legal visual

semiotics to convey duties, responsibilities, and prohibitions to ensure compliance with traffic

law. This system aims for clarity and easy understanding by all citizens (Wagner, 2006, p. 311).

Similarly, airports employ semiotic visuals like TSA signs and symbols to enforce rules,

ensuring passengers are guided safely through terminals and other airport spaces. They cannot

ignore these symbols or the surveillance they imply. Airports like the Denver International

Airport use a complex system of visual signs and symbols to navigate passengers through

security and towards their gates, embedding a safety, efficiency, and order narrative. While

primarily functional, these symbols also carry an undertone of surveillance and control, subtly

reminding passengers of the omnipresent oversight within the airport's environment. This dual

role of signs, both as practical guides and as conveyors of institutional authority, reflects a

broader semiotic function, shaping both movement and perceptions of space and security. This

semiotic landscape within airports, particularly in places like the Denver International Airport, is

crucial in shaping the passenger experience. While practical in their guidance, the symbols and

signs also serve as constant reminders of the institutional authority that oversees these spaces.
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Surveillance cameras, for instance, are not merely tools for security; they become semiotic

markers that signify watchfulness and control.

This omnipresent surveillance is a physical manifestation of Foucault's "panopticon,"

suggesting an environment where constant observation influences behavior. This exploration of

semiotic systems within airport environments, especially at Denver International Airport,

underscores the nuanced interplay between practical signage and the subtext of surveillance and

control they embody. By deciphering this semiotic landscape, the project aims to delve deeper

into how airports—microcosms of broader societal structures—mediate public space and

individual perception, thus offering a richer context for understanding the symbolic dimensions

of airport art and architecture within public and conspiracy discourses. This analysis will further

illuminate the complex dialogue between space, symbolism, and societal narrative, enriching the

overarching exploration of DIA's cultural and semiotic significance. This inquiry into semiotic

systems underlines the criticality of semiotic interpretations in framing the airport's narrative,

demonstrating how these interpretations can become central in the battle for meaning,

particularly when misinterpretations and alternative narratives challenge the intended messages.

Airport Security, Semiotics and Post 9/11 Airports:

Airports serve as dynamic spaces designed to facilitate the continuous movement of

people and goods, structured to control access while enabling transit. They embody 'non-spaces'

characterized by perpetual arrival and departure, devoid of permanent residency. Thus,

understanding airports through a semiotic lens is crucial for comprehending the semiotics of

DIA. Cammozzo (2014) observes that airport environments are crafted to elicit specific

behaviors from passengers, even in the absence of explicit instructions. Denver Airport
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exemplifies this phenomenon, accentuated by artworks such as Blucifer and the Gargoyles.

Additionally, Bjorkvall et al. (2023) emphasize the efficacy of semiotic analysis in understanding

spaces like international airports, highlighting how communication influences spatial

experiences. Fuller's (2010) work on airport semiotics underscores the authoritative role of

signage, reshaping social relations and defining spaces as territories of recognition. She contends

that airport signage transforms spaces into navigable zones, influencing the mechanics of travel.

By delving into semiotics within airport environments, particularly through artworks at DIA, the

project offers profound insights into the interaction between space and symbolism, shaping

perceptions and behaviors. This understanding is pivotal for interpreting the semiotic

implications of DIA's installations within the broader context of the capstone project. Analyzing

these elements aims to unveil how airports facilitate complex semiotic exchanges, enriching the

investigation into how art and architecture communicate within this dynamic, transient

environment. Moreover, it's crucial to acknowledge how airport symbols and communications,

due to their influential nature, are susceptible to misinterpretation or manipulation, rendering

them vulnerable to constructed narratives that distort their intended meaning and impact.

To fully understand the cultural significance of airports, it's imperative to acknowledge

the transformation triggered by the events of 9/11, shifting them from mere travel hubs to

potential targets of terror. This led to a comprehensive overhaul of security protocols, signage,

and surveillance practices. As Levi and Wall (2004) assert, the 9/11 attacks not only heightened

latent anxieties regarding national infrastructures but also provided a ready-made rationale for

previously unthinkable security proposals. Post-9/11 security measures have not only

exacerbated public anxiety but also garnered broad political consensus, facilitating extensive data

collection by government and law enforcement agencies, both domestically and internationally.
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This heightened security context has fundamentally altered the semiotic understanding of

airports. As Moller (2007) notes, the imagery of the 9/11 attacks has become ingrained in public

consciousness, legitimizing security policies while shaping individual perceptions and emotional

responses. McNamara (2019) underscores how airports epitomize explicit and pervasive

surveillance, blurring the lines between personal identity and imposed surveillance identities.

This complex interplay complicates power dynamics and symbol interpretation within

conspiracy theories, particularly at Denver Airport, renowned for its enigmatic symbols and

surveillance lore. Such foundational insights pave the way for a deeper exploration of DIA's

unique position at the intersection of architecture, art, security, and conspiracy theory, enriching

the project's inquiry into the semiotics of space and security. These insights shed light on how

semiotic interpretations within airport contexts become entangled in the broader struggle for

meaning, emphasizing the potential for misinterpretations to shape public perception and

discourse.

Conspiracy Theory Semiotics:

Conspiracy theories often start from interpretation of text or symbols. One example is

that of the alleged “Illuminati” symbol- the triangle. Celebrities such as Jay Z, Lady Gaga, and

Katy Perry to name a few have been accused of supporting the illuminati for displaying triangles

in their music videos or by using their hands. Internet discourse then attempts to make claim to

their use of the triangle symbol as proof that they are part of a malicious, elite network (Barkun,

2014). The triangle itself does not admit meaning, instead, meaning is imposed through semiotic

interpretation. The Denver Airport has found a similar semiotic fate in popular cultural, which is
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why it is important to understand how the starting of a conspiracy theory is directly related to

semiotics.

A study done by Gabrielle Toups at DePaul University claims, “Participants read 13

conspiracy theory texts and were randomly assigned a metaphorical or literal conspiracy text and

rated their overall believability and completed three individual difference measures. Results

showed significant moderated relationships for magical ideation and delusional ideation on

overall conspiracy theory text believability.” (Toups, 2023, p.1). One of the conspiracy theories

presented was that of the Denver airport, in which participants identified its symbols and art as

being deceptive, and therefore making the conspiracy theory believable (Toups, 2023, p.62).

Conspiracy theories, and semiotic analysis seem to go hand in hand. This is especially true when

it comes to the belief in these theories- it is the symbols, the signs, and the “between the lines”

reading that not only make them believable, but also contribute to their spread.

As explained by Jacob A. Yopak, “The internet medium flattens the differences between

content creators and audience members. In addition, the limited access to physical means of

media dissemination- the means to reproduce newspapers or broadcast radio waves- is a moot

point online. Everyone with internet access can add something to the discussion” (Yopak, 2018,

p.3). The internet heightens both the creation and spread of conspiracy theories, while also

contributing the meaning creation and interpretation of semiotics. This expansion of semiotics

into the digital landscape demonstrates its adaptability and relevance in analyzing contemporary

conspiracy theories, many of which circulate and gain momentum through online platforms.

Yopak’s work will prove helpful in building on the understanding of how semiotics and

conspiracy theories combine to go beyond the realm of reality and into online discourse.
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Furthermore, Pantazi et el. examines the connection between feelings of powerlessness

and susceptibility to conspiracy theories. Their research underscores the relevance of semiotics

in understanding how individuals make sense of events that induce powerlessness. Such events

often lead individuals to seek meaning and control through the embrace of conspiracy narratives,

which are laden with symbols and signs that resonate with their disempowered sentiments

(Pantazi et al., 2021).

Douglas KM and Sutton note that “In psychological literature, conspiracy theories are

typically defined as being merely about events or circumstances that are of public interest in

some way” (Douglas KM and Sutton, 2023, p. 290). This is a notable definition, as it has

potential to generate novel and significant hypotheses regarding the functional disparities

between conspiracy beliefs and other belief systems. They use quantifiable data to correlate and

analyze conspiracy theory defining feature. Douglas and Sutton's definition of conspiracy

theories, focusing on events or circumstances of public interest, not only provides a notable

framework but also offers the potential for innovative hypotheses and empirical analyses that can

illuminate the unique dynamics of conspiracy beliefs in relation to other belief systems.

Similarly, Madisson states “The non-mythological type of signification also functions in

the logic of conspiracy theories. This leads to the perception of the conspirers as a strictly

organized group, divided into complex sub-systems” (Madisson, 2014, p. 132).

Madisson's observation about signification in conspiracy theories aligns with my project's

focus on the Denver International Airport. These theories often depict conspirers as organized

with complex sub-systems, mirroring the intricate narratives around the airport's symbols and

secrecy. This highlights the importance of semiotics in deciphering these conspiracy theories and

their contribution to discussions on airport symbolism.
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Enders et al. (2023) introduces the concept of conspiracy thinking as a generalized

disposition to interpret events as conspiracies, distinct from beliefs in specific conspiracy

theories. This construct allows researchers to explore a broad array of psychological, political,

and social correlates beyond the confines of individual conspiracy narratives. The literature on

conspiracy thinking reveals a complex interplay between various factors, including dark

personality traits, political orientations, and demographic characteristics. While previous studies

have validated the conspiracy thinking construct and identified some correlates, such as partisan

and ideological identities, much remains unknown about the underlying nature and predictors of

conspiracy thinking. Enders et al. advocate for a more comprehensive approach to understanding

conspiracy thinking by examining a wide range of potential correlates simultaneously. Their

study aims to elucidate how these correlates collectively contribute to conspiracy thinking,

shedding light on who is most susceptible to believing in conspiracies across different contexts.

The study of conspiracy theories and their symbiotic relationship with semiotic analysis

sheds light on the dynamics underlying the Denver International Airport conspiracy theories.

These theories often stem from the interpretation of symbols, paralleling the scrutiny of symbols

like the alleged Illuminati triangle in popular culture. Understanding this interplay is crucial for

dissecting the hijacked messaging surrounding DIA conspiracy theories and their broader

implications on public discourse.

Denver Airport History and Conspiracy Theories:

Denver International Airport, which succeeded Stapleton International due to its growing

popularity and strategic location in the U.S., opened in February 1995 after initial plans began in

the early 1980s. Despite being scheduled to open in October 1993, it faced delays and started
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operations 16 months later. Today, it serves as a vital hub with six runways, supporting major

airlines like Frontier, Southwest, and United, and stands as a testament to Denver's expansion

and connectivity ambitions and is the largest airport by area in the U.S. (Hardiman, 2023).

The art within the airport was commissioned by multiple different artists at different

times. Blue Mustang, often referred to as “Blucifer” was created by Luis Jiménez, who drew

inspiration from renowned Mexican muralists like Diego Rivera for the sculpture, embodying

vibrant colors and dynamic themes. With a background in his father's sign-making business and a

30-year career producing acclaimed large fiberglass works, Jiménez tragically met his end due to

an accident involving the sculpture in 2006. Posthumously, his children completed "Mustang,"

which was unveiled at Denver International Airport in 2008, marking a significant yet poignant

milestone in Jiménez's artistic legacy (Visit Denver Staff, 2021). The two gargoyles, collectively

titled “Notre Denver” were created by the airport and added to “ensure the safe arrivals of

luggage” (Visit Denver Staff, 2021). The murals, created in 1996 by Leo Tanguma, that are now

temporarily in storage, depict the terrors of war and pollution (Kikoen et al., 2023).

The intriguing art installations at Denver International Airport serve not just as aesthetic

enhancements but also as focal points for various interpretations and narratives surrounding the

airport. Encapsulating a spectrum of themes from vibrant expressions to poignant messages. Luis

Jiménez's "Blue Mustang," with its intense color and dynamic form, draws from a rich cultural

heritage, echoing the depth and complexity often found in Mexican muralism. Similarly, the

murals by Leo Tanguma, though now in storage, add another layer of narrative depth with their

vivid depictions of societal issues. These artistic endeavors, while enriching the airport's

ambiance, inadvertently feed into the mystique and allure that surround DIA, particularly in the

eyes of those inclined towards conspiracy theories. Tagum himself states, “People hate that
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mural. They say, you wanted 9/11 because of that figure of war. They say that in the Bible, all

these dirty animals are unclean. They say, ‘Why are you painting people in coffins?’ And, you

know, just on and on where it became a terrible conspiracy.” (Taguman, 2023)

The exploration of DIA's construction, its architectural choices, and the enigmatic

artwork by Tanguma, as discussed by Winkleman, provides a critical backdrop for understanding

the airport's place within the realm of modern urban legends and conspiracy theories. This

intersection of art and intrigue, where creative expressions contribute to the mythos of a place,

underscores the multifaceted significance of DIA, not just as an airport but as a cultural and

speculative landmark. The vivid and often controversial themes within Tanguma's murals, as

noted by the artist's reflections on public perception and misinterpretation, resonate deeply with

the narrative of DIA as a hub of mystery and speculation. This connection between artistic

intention and public reception bridges to Winkleman's analysis, where the art of DIA,

particularly Tanguma's work, serves as a pivotal element in the construction of the airport's

identity within conspiracy culture. Thus, the art at DIA, while intended as a means of reflection

and commentary, becomes a linchpin in the broader discourse on its enigmatic presence,

highlighting the intersection where artistic endeavor meets urban legend.

By bridging the detailed exposition of DIA's art with the analytical discourse on its

conspiracy theories in the second, a holistic view is gained of how art and speculation intertwine,

casting the airport in a light that transcends its primary function. The artworks, while rooted in

individual stories and artistic traditions, become part of a larger narrative that fuels curiosity,

debate, and scholarly inquiry into the enigmatic allure that defines Denver International Airport.

Though academic research is limited in the area surrounding DIA, certain articles help

understand some of the background and underlying context of Denver Airport conspiracy
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theories. Szyliowicz and Goetz (1995) describe DIA as a symbolic and practical mega-project

with challenges often overshadowing initial goals, highlighting its construction and controversial

aspects. Winkleman (2012) discusses the DIA conspiracy as a super-conspiracy fueled by the

internet, focusing on underground tunnels and the symbolic art of Leo Tanguma. Sharkey et al.

(2018) explore the belief in and online presence of DIA conspiracy theories, emphasizing the

importance of surveys and digital discourse analysis.

The "functions" learned from these works include understanding DIA's role as a

significant infrastructure project and a nexus for symbolic interpretation, the evolution and

propagation of conspiracy theories in the digital age, and the methodologies for researching

public belief systems and their online manifestations.

Denver International Airport's aspiration to stand as a prominent hub, embodying

innovation and cultural richness, inadvertently exposes it to vulnerabilities in the realm of public

perception and interpretation. The airport's strategic decision to feature compelling and diverse

artworks, while aimed at enhancing the passenger experience and reflecting a sophisticated

image, has paradoxically diverted attention from its foundational messaging goals. The vibrant

and enigmatic pieces, such as Jiménez's "Blue Mustang" and Tanguma's murals, while artistically

valuable and culturally insightful, have become focal points for speculation, overshadowing the

airport's achievements in connectivity and infrastructure.

This deviation from original messaging intent to unintended controversy illustrates a

critical challenge for public spaces, especially those seeking to integrate bold artistic expressions

into their fabric. The inclusion of art, intended to signify openness and engagement, can be

misconstrued, feeding into alternative narratives that distract from the venue's core mission and

values. In the case of DIA, its role as a major transportation nexus and symbol of Denver's



Mckinley 19

growth and connectivity was eclipsed by the allure of mystery and conjecture surrounding its art

installations.

Therefore, Denver International Airport's journey from a visionary project to a subject of

intrigue underscores a broader cautionary tale about the complexity of public communication and

the unpredictable nature of audience reception. It highlights the need for careful consideration of

how art and design can align with or detract from an institution's primary objectives, particularly

in an era where digital platforms can amplify alternative interpretations and challenge official

narratives.

Research Question

The literature review for this study spans an array of topics, including semiotic theory

and the cultural and security dynamics of airports after 9/11, providing a solid foundation for

analyzing the semiotic environment at Denver International Airport. Using qualitative and

quantitative methods through MAXQDA24TM software, this research aims to unravel the

symbols and narratives associated with DIA's art, particularly focusing on key pieces like the

Blue Mustang statue, Tanguma's murals, and the Notre Denver gargoyles.

This investigation sheds light on how interpretations of DIA's artwork can vary, showing

how meanings can be reshaped, distorted, or even toxified within different discourse

communities. It looks closely at how defending and conspiratorial narratives construct their

interpretations around these artworks, particularly examining how they either maintain or alter

the intended significance of these pieces. The research zeroes in on the tendency of conspiracy

narratives to push a singular interpretation, often a dark one, especially in contrast to the more

open, multiple interpretations favored by defending narratives.
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For instance, defenders might view the Blue Mustang as a representation of Denver's

spirited character, while conspiracy theorists could claim it symbolizes darker, hidden forces.

This discrepancy highlights the central concern that conspiracy narratives, by promoting a

singular viewpoint and dismissing alternatives, could potentially 'hijack' the broader discourse,

steering the interpretation away from the artists' intentions.

The study will also consider whether defending discourses adopt a similar approach to

narrative cohesion as conspiracy theories or if they genuinely promote an open field of

interpretation, allowing art to speak for itself and invite various meanings. The expectation is that

the analysis will show that while defenders of DIA's art encourage diverse interpretations,

conspiratorial discourses focus on consolidating around a specific narrative, often sidelining or

dismissing counterarguments.

This research strives to unravel the complex interplay between semiotic interpretations

and public perception of art in significant spaces like Denver International Airport. By

examining the differing narratives that emerge around DIA's iconic artworks, this study aims to

reveal how art becomes a focal point for broader discussions and debates within the public

sphere. It sheds light on the ways in which art at DIA, particularly the Blue Mustang, Tanguma's

murals, and the Notre Denver gargoyles, is not just passively viewed but actively engaged with,

generating varied and sometimes conflicting interpretations. The goal is to demonstrate how

these interpretations influence and reflect societal values, fears, and ideologies, underscoring the

power of art to catalyze and shape public discourse. Ultimately, this research seeks to contribute

to a deeper appreciation of how semiotics mediates the relationship between art, space, and

community dialogue, offering nuanced perspectives on the role of art in shaping a collective

understanding and interaction with public spaces.
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Methods

The methods employed for the analysis involved a systematic approach to investigate the

reinterpretation of symbols at Denver International Airport and their deviation from official

narratives. Initially, a selection of six blogs was made: three that presented alternative

interpretations of the airport's symbols and three that defended the official narratives. Each

selected blog post was subjected to a basic quantitative analysis, focusing on a word count to

establish the extent and depth of content within each post. This preliminary step was crucial in

understanding the scope of discourse presented in each blog.

Subsequently, I applied coding procedures based on the methodology outlined by Enders

et al. This involved a careful examination of each blog post's content to identify and categorize

expressions of Machiavellianism, Anomie, and Distrust of Government in the

conspiracy-oriented blogs, and themes of trust, order, and governmental legitimacy in the

supportive blogs.

For the preparation and cleaning of the corpus, which is fundamental in ensuring the

accuracy and relevance of the textual analysis, I followed established procedures in the field.

Berry and Kogan’s "Text Mining: Applications and Theory" provides insights into best practices

for building and cleaning a corpus, ensuring that the analysis is grounded in a reliable dataset.

With the corpus prepared and cleaned following these guidelines, I utilized MAXQDA24

to then code frequent words and phrases based on Enders et al.’s constructs which led to the

completion of a frequency graph. The software facilitated an intricate tagging and coding

process, allowing for the systematic categorization and comparison of themes, symbols, and

narrative structures across the blog posts.I then took that graph and created a bar graph that
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shows the frequency of constructs (Power, Outlook and Trust). The constructs can be used for

both negative connotations of the constructs and positive connotations. I then completed a

second analysis that was a comparison of semantic re-indexing.

Findings

Following the methodological steps outlined, the findings section elucidates the process

employed to analyze online discourses, presenting a transparent and replicable framework for

understanding the semiotic battles surrounding the art at Denver International Airport. Table 1

provides a comprehensive overview of the articles analyzed, including their links and word

counts, as well as categorizing them as either conspiracy (C) or defending (D).

Table 1: Articles and Word Count

Article Title Link Word Count

Sinister Sites - The Denver

International Airport (C)

https://vigilantcitizen.com/si

nistersites/sinister-sites-the-

denver-international-airport/

2769 words

Something is rotten in the

Denver Airport (C)

https://thechive.com/humor/

wtf/something-is-rotten-in-t

he-denver-airport-25-photos

/

707 words



Mckinley 23

The Illuminati Retakes the

Denver Airport (C)

https://medium.com/@melc

arriere/the-illuminati-retakes

-the-denver-airport-e48f196

94712

740 words

Blucifer The Denver Airport

Horse Statue (D)

https://www.gocolorado.co

m/blucifer-denver-airport-h

orse-statue/

732 words

Myths and Legends Behind

Denver International Airport

(D)

https://www.denver.org/blog

/post/myths-denver-airport/

1727 words

The true story behind the

conspiracy-ridden murals at

DIA (D)

https://www.longmontleader

.com/local-news/the-true-sto

ry-behind-the-conspiracy-ri

dden-murals-at-dia-7219923

1675 words

Qualitative Analysis

The summary chart below (Table 2) uses Enders et al.’s work on defining the key

constructs behind conspiracy thinking. The definitions categorize the psychological

underpinnings of conspiracy thinking for qualitative analysis. 'Machiavellianism' describes those

who use manipulation to gain power, hinting at deeper motivations behind conspiratorial
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narratives. 'Anomie' captures a sentiment of disintegration within society and a loss of faith in its

structures, a sentiment often echoed in conspiracy rhetoric. 'Distrust of Government' is an

attitudinal stance, revealing a foundational skepticism towards government authorities that is

frequently present in conspiracy discourse. These constructs help in analyzing the language and

content within conspiracy theories, providing a framework for understanding the deeper

psychological drives that fuel such beliefs.

Table 2: Ender’s Constructs for Conspiracy Thinking (Enders et al., p.2, 2023)

Constructs Definition/

Operation

Machiavelism

(a)

An antisocial personality trait characterized by willingness to manipulate

others toward the end of gaining power

Anomie (b) A tendency to believe that social conditions and institutions are irreparably

crumbling; typically a marker for social alienations

Distrust of

government

Typically operationalized as attitudinal distrust of government

Quantitative Analysis

Utilizing Enders et al.'s framework, I identified definitive traits of conspiratorial

discourse in the analysis associated with Figure 1 (below), affirming that these characteristics are

prevalent within the conspiracy-theory narratives concerning DIA. Recognizing these traits

within the conspiratorial content explicitly categorizes these discourses as aligned with

conspiracy theories. This identification is crucial because it establishes a clear foundation for

https://paperpile.com/c/w9HitR/mKAp+GJMF+ek1P
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how the conspiracy perspectives are constructed and communicated, particularly regarding DIA's

artworks like the Blue Mustang, Tanguma's murals, and the Notre Denver gargoyles. The next

step was to understand the impact of these characteristics on the broader narrative and public

perception of the art at DIA. By analyzing word frequency data, I aimed provide an empirical

grounding to these observations, thereby linking specific discourse traits to their potential

influence on shaping public understanding and interpretation of the artworks. This analysis not

only confirmed the presence of conspiratorial narratives but also prompts further investigation

into how these narratives contrast with defending discourses and what this contrast reveals about

the battle over meaning and interpretation surrounding DIA's public art.

Figure 1 delineates the comparative word frequencies related to Machiavellianism,

Anomie, and Distrust of Government, reflecting underlying psychological and sociological

dimensions. The second graph illustrates an updated analysis, incorporating additional thematic

elements to encapsulate a broader spectrum of discourse attributes. These visualizations

collectively illuminate the textual features that differentiate conspiratorial from defending

narratives, providing a comprehensive overview of the discourse landscape.

Figure 1: Frequency of Coded Words in Conspiracy and Defending Discourse
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Figure 2 (below) illustrates the frequencies of different constructs within conspiratorial

and defending discourses, measured against the established framework by Enders and its

conceptual opposites. The graph reflects the coding of terms associated with Machiavellianism,

Anomie, and Distrust of Government, which are prevalent in conspiratorial narratives that

interpret art at DIA in negative lights, such as power as negative and trust as absent. Conversely,

the defending narratives are characterized by lower frequencies of these constructs, indicating a

lean towards positive interpretations of the same artworks, emphasizing the sharing of power, a

positive outlook on social structures, and trust in governmental institutions. The plus and minus

symbols above the bars highlight the strength of the presence or absence of these constructs,

providing a visual representation of the dichotomy between the two discourse types and their

semiotic interpretations of the art at DIA.

The analysis represented in Figure 2 meticulously identifies and quantifies the presence

of key constructs as outlined by Enders et al., alongside their conceptual antitheses, within both

conspiratorial and defending discourses. This quantitative measure sought to delineate the

nuanced interplay of positive and negative thematic dimensions as they relate to power, outlook,

and trust. In the conspiratorial discourse, 'power' is framed negatively, aligning with

Machiavellian manipulative intents, whereas in defending narratives, 'power' is associated with

empowerment or constructive influence. Similarly, 'outlook' in conspiracy theories often harbors

pessimistic or dystopian connotations (reflecting Anomie), contrasting with the optimistic or

hopeful perspective observed in defending narratives. Lastly, 'trust' is critically examined, where

its absence or questioning underpins conspiratorial views (echoing Distrust of Government),

while its affirmation or presence characterizes the defending perspectives. This nuanced coding

and subsequent analysis offer a deeper understanding of how each narrative engages with and
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repurposes these core concepts, embedding them within broader interpretative frameworks

related to the DIA's public art discourse.

Figure 2, Construct Frequencies in Conspiratorial vs. Defending Discourses.

Table 3 (below) serves as a representative snapshot of the broader findings uncovered in

this study. It illuminates the contrasting semantic landscapes within the discourse surrounding

Denver International Airport's artwork, shedding light on the divergent narratives that shape

public perception. The (C) category, rich with terms associated with conspiracy theories, reflects

a discourse marked by suspicion and skepticism, where every artistic element is subject to

scrutiny for hidden meanings and malevolent intentions. In contrast, the (D) category presents a

counter narrative, characterized by terms indicative of positivity, trust, and communal harmony.

This stark dichotomy underscores the semiotic tension inherent in the interpretation of art, as

different discourse communities engage in a battle of ideologies and worldviews. By presenting

this data, I aim to highlight how various groups navigate and interpret the symbolic landscape of

DIA, providing a nuanced understanding of public discourse dynamics within the realm of
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airport art. This approach allows for a deeper exploration of how these narratives shape and

sometimes distort the public's understanding of the meanings embedded in public art. In

particular, Table 3 focuses on the actual text surrounding the mention of an art piece, revealing

how certain narratives may hijack or manipulate the intended meanings, thus influencing public

perceptions in significant ways.

Table 3 Comparison of Semanti Re-indexing

Art D (Defending) C (Conspriacy)

Blue Mustang "Ledgendary mustang that we

look at as kind of a protector

of travelers, guarding this

airport" (MHF, 2023).

"The horse is a reference to

an ancient symbol of power

that invites people to see the

airport as a place of

concentrated power and evil."

(theChive, 2021).

“In Peace and Harmony

with Nature.” and

“Children of the World

Dream of Peace” Murals

"The murals are

representative of peace,

culture, and spiritual beings”

(Naef et al., 2023).

"The murals show symbols of

oppression of the masses and

are representative of a future

genocide." (Sinister Sites,

2008).

“Notre Denver” Gargoyles "The gargoyles protect the

airport and travellers"

(Denver Staff, 2021)

"The gargoyles reference

ancient devil worship or

survelliance." (Mel C, 2023).
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Discussion

The research presented in this study, while comprehensive in its approach to analyzing

the semiotic interpretations of Denver International Airport's art within conspiracy theory and

defending discourses, is subject to several limitations. First, the scope of data sources was

confined to a selection of six blogs—three advocating conspiracy theories and three defending

the official narratives associated with DIA's art installations. This limited sample size might not

encompass the full spectrum of discourse surrounding the airport's symbolism, potentially

overlooking nuanced arguments or less prevalent narratives that could contribute to a more

rounded understanding

Furthermore, the coding and analysis of the blog content were carried out by a single

researcher, introducing the possibility of subjective bias in the interpretation of data. Although

efforts were made to apply the coding framework consistently and objectively, the inherent

subjectivity of qualitative analysis cannot be entirely eliminated. The reliance on one individual's

judgment in identifying themes related to Machiavellianism, Anomie, and Distrust of

Government, as well as their opposites in the defending narratives, may influence the results and

their interpretation.

Another limitation is the inherent complexity of semiotic analysis itself, especially when

applied to contentious or ideologically charged content like conspiracy theories. The

interpretation of symbols and signs is highly context-dependent and subjective, meaning that

different analysts might draw distinct conclusions from the same dataset. Additionally, the

dynamic nature of online discourse means that the analyzed content could evolve or shift in

focus over time, potentially dating the findings of this research as new narratives emerge or fade.
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Lastly, while the study employed MAXQDA 24™ software to aid in the organization

and analysis of the qualitative data, the process of translating nuanced textual and semiotic

content into quantifiable data points carries inherent challenges. Subtleties in tone, context, or

connotation may not be fully captured through this method, possibly oversimplifying complex

discourses and the interplay of various semiotic elements within them.

In light of these limitations, the findings of this research should be viewed as a targeted

exploration of DIA's art-related discourse within the specific context of the selected blogs.

Future studies could benefit from a broader dataset, multiple analysts to mitigate individual bias,

and an interdisciplinary approach that incorporates perspectives from art history, cultural studies,

and psychology to deepen the understanding of semiotic processes in public discourse and

conspiracy theory formation.

Conclusions

By employing this method of quantitative analysis within the research, particularly when

dissecting the language used across different discourses, data is transformed from qualitative

constructs into numerical values, allowing for a more objective and statistical exploration of

textual characteristics. In the context of this project, a quantitative approach enabled the coding

and counting of specific words associated with the constructs defined by Enders et al.—namely,

Machiavellianism, Anomie, and Distrust of Government. This methodology not only facilitated

the identification of prominent themes within the conspiracy versus defending discourses but

also allowed for their visual representation in graphs. These visual aids bring to light the stark
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contrasts in frequency and context of the terms used, offering a clear, measurable comparison

between the two types of narratives discussed.

Figures 2 and 3 provide an understanding of how semiotic interpretation is at play both

within the greater conspiracy theory and for the DIA conspiracy interpretations. The line graph

underscores a distinct pattern: words like 'apocalypse' and 'Illuminati' resonate heavily within

conspiratorial circles, reflecting underlying themes of Machiavellianism and Distrust of

Government and appearing with high frequency. Conversely, the defending narratives lean

towards words like 'peace' and 'community,' signaling a divergence from the suspicions of

conspiracy theorists, a sort of direct disagreement. This is further exemplified in the bar graph,

which starkly depicts the prevalence of Anomie in conspiracy discourse, indicating a belief in

social and institutional deterioration. This institutional disbelief in the context of the DIA could

be attributed to the events of 9/11. As Wagner states, “The production and diffusion of images

[of 9/11] tell us a great deal about the meaning attributed to these signs” (Wagner, 2006, p.312).

Wagner's statement emphasizes semiotics, or the study of signs and symbols, in shaping

understandings and interpretation of images, especially within contexts like the DIA conspiracy

theories.

Expanding on the insights garnered from Figures 2 and 3, it becomes evident that patterns

in language use offer significant implications for understanding the dynamics of conspiracy

discourse surrounding Denver International Airport (DIA). The distinct prevalence of certain

words within each discourse type unveils underlying themes and narratives that shape public

perception of the airport's art and symbolism. For instance, the frequent occurrence of terms like

'apocalypse' and 'Illuminati' in conspiracy discourse signals a pervasive sense of fear and

suspicion, suggesting a deep-rooted belief in covert machinations and malevolent forces at play.
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Conversely, the prominence of words such as 'peace' and 'community' in defending narratives

reflects an attempt to counteract these suspicions and portray the airport as a space of harmony

and unity.

Moreover, the stark contrast in the frequency of words associated with Anomie between

conspiracy and defending discourses underscores differing perspectives on societal and

institutional integrity. While conspiracy theories propagate narratives of social and institutional

deterioration, defending narratives emphasize notions of stability and trust. This divergence in

interpretation highlights broader societal anxieties and tensions, particularly in the aftermath of

significant events like 9/11, which have profound implications for how public spaces like

airports are perceived and interpreted.

However, it's crucial to acknowledge the limitations of these findings and the

complexities inherent in analyzing language patterns within conspiracy discourse. While certain

trends may emerge, the absence of clear patterns in some areas underscores the multifaceted

nature of conspiracy narratives and the diverse motivations and beliefs of those who propagate

them. Additionally, the fluidity of language and the evolving nature of conspiracy theories pose

challenges in identifying consistent patterns over time. Despite these challenges, the analysis

sheds light on the semiotic battleground surrounding DIA's art and symbolism, offering valuable

insights into the intricacies of public discourse and the power of language in shaping perceptions

and beliefs.

Maddisonn et al.'s observation that “[C]onspiracy theories are inherently semiotic

phenomena (as they are always mediated via signs)” (Maddisonn et al., 2020, p. 44) is

particularly relevant in this context. The reinterpretation of signs, such as the murals or the

sculpture of Blucifer, from their intended messages of peace or local culture to ominous signs of
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global conspiracies, illustrates this semiotic transformation. Art within airports, especially in a

post-9/11 context where fears and anxieties are amplified, is particularly vulnerable to being

misconstrued or hijacked by conspiracy narratives. These artworks, intended to enrich and

communicate, can inadvertently become repositories of speculation and fear, demonstrating the

potential pitfalls of misinterpretation and the real dangers these misconstrued narratives pose,

especially when they undermine trust and foster discord in already sensitive public spaces.

This study offers valuable insights into how the semiotic landscape varies between the

conspiracy and defending discourses, focusing on specific artworks at Denver International

Airport. For instance, as seen in Table 3, while defenders interpret the Blue Mustang statue as a

protective symbol, conspiracy theorists view it as a representation of concentrated power and

evil. Similarly, murals symbolizing peace and harmony are celebrated by defenders but

interpreted as symbols of oppression and future genocide by conspiracy theorists. This table

underscores the nuanced differences in interpretation between the two discourse communities,

highlighting the semiotic battles shaping public perception of DIA's artwork and its broader

implications in fostering trust or discord within public spaces.

Machiavellianism

Expanding on the concept of Machiavellianism within the context of Denver

International Airport's conspiracy theories requires a more thorough look into how this construct

intertwines with the airport's art installations, portraying them as conduits of manipulative power.

Machiavellianism, characterized by cunning and duplicity in interpersonal relationships, aligns

with the portrayal of an 'evil force' in DIA conspiracy theories—often depicted as the Illuminati,

using the airport's art for sinister messaging. The artworks, such as the gargoyles, "Blue
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Mustang," and Tanguma's murals, transcend their artistic message, becoming symbols laden with

insinuations of domination and control, as per the conspiracy narrative.

This transformation illustrates a semiotic shift: the artworks evolve from their intended

symbolism to becoming emblematic of intricate power plays, overshadowing their original

artistic intentions. Within the conspiracy framework, these pieces are not mere art; they are

perceived as integral to a covert scheme, encoding messages of manipulation and authoritarian

control. This perspective underscores the profound impact of semiotic

misinterpretation—artworks are recontextualized as ominous signifiers within an overarching

narrative of deceit and dominance.

The elaboration of conspiracy theories at DIA exemplifies how potent and persuasive

symbols can become instrumental in crafting narratives that resonate with fears and suspicions of

hidden control. "Conspiracy theories—even blatantly irrational ones—are often supported by a

range of elaborate arguments, suggesting that belief in conspiracy theories is based on analytic

and deliberative thinking processes" (van Prooijen and Douglas, 2018, p.901). This insight from

van Prooijen and Douglas reveals the intellectual engagement many find in conspiracy theories,

which, despite their often irrational premises, provide a structured if skewed, framework to

interpret perceived complexities of the modern world. The meticulous construction of these

theories, particularly at DIA, demonstrates a deliberate and complex rationalization process,

granting them a semblance of plausibility that appeals to those drawn to intricate, alternative

explanations.

Additionally, Table 2 serves as a critical lens through which to analyze the implications of

these narratives. The stark contrast between the (C) and (D) categories reveals the extent to

which conspiracy theories have hijacked the meaning of DIA's artworks. While defenders
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emphasize positivity, trust, and communal harmony, conspiracy theorists focus on suspicion,

skepticism, and hidden malevolent intentions. This disparity underscores the divergent narratives

shaping public discourse, further illustrating how semiotic interpretations influence the public's

understanding of art and its broader implications within contested spaces like DIA.

Thus, the conspiracy theories surrounding Denver International Airport (DIA) provide a

striking illustration of how semiotic interpretations, particularly when influenced by

Machiavellian perceptions, possess the ability to profoundly influence public perception and

contribute to the mythology surrounding a location. By reinterpreting DIA's artworks as symbols

of conspiracy, these interpretations offer insights into the mechanisms through which art and

symbolism can be manipulated. These mechanisms often involve leveraging historical narratives,

exploiting fears, and promoting narratives of secrecy and deception. Such interpretations tend to

narrow the scope of analysis, focusing on selective historical events or figures to construct a

narrative that supports clandestine agendas or covert groups. Furthermore, they capitalize on

societal anxieties and uncertainties, perpetuating narratives that prey on fears of the unknown

and foster distrust in established institutions. Ultimately, these mechanisms transform public

spaces like DIA into arenas where competing narratives clash, reflecting broader ideological

tensions and cultural anxieties within society.

Anomie

Anomie, contextualized within Denver International Airport's conspiracy theories,

encapsulates societal disquietude and the perceived erosion of established norms. This notion

aligns with the prevailing belief among conspiracy theorists that societal structures are in decline,

often attributed to sinister forces or corrupt entities. The art installations at DIA, originally
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conceived to inspire unity and convey positive humanistic messages, are now interpreted as

ominous signs, signaling societal unraveling and chaos. This inversion reflects a broader quest

for meaning in an increasingly unpredictable world, where conspiracy theories offer a semblance

of understanding or control.

Post-9/11, airports have become emblematic of heightened security concerns,

significantly affecting the semiotic landscape. DIA's art becomes a focal point for projecting

collective anxieties over societal and institutional decay. Such environments, reflective of

broader societal tensions, intensify conspiratorial interpretations, positioning DIA as a crucible

where fears of societal disintegration are vividly imagined and articulated.Morrione's insight that

post-9/11 events created a "semiotic chain of destruction" (Morrione, 2006, p. 157) underscores

how such historical traumas have permeated the collective psyche, influencing interpretations

and imbuing symbols with new, often darker, connotations.

The airport's artistic and architectural elements offer a rich tapestry for analysis, viewed

through the prism of a post-9/11 societal outlook. Herein lies a critical intersection for examining

semiotics, illustrating how public sentiment and historical contexts imbue symbols with nuanced

significance. Conspiracy theorists selectively reinterpret specific elements within the airport

environment, such as murals or sculptures, deriving alternative meanings from historical events

or cultural symbols. This selective focus allows for the construction of elaborate narratives that

resonate with prevailing anxieties, turning everyday objects into symbols of intrigue and deceit.

Boym's claim that conspiracy theory promises "a comfortingly totalizing allegory that

leaves nothing to chance [...] turns into paranoic obsession" (Boym, 1999, p. 97) underscores the

seductive power of these theories, promising to unveil hidden truths and provide a sense of

certainty in an uncertain world. Yet, it also serves as a cautionary reminder of the dangers of
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excessive paranoia and the potential consequences of attributing nefarious intentions to innocent

objects or individuals. In the context of Denver International Airport, this quote illuminates the

mechanisms by which conspiracy theorists construct elaborate narratives around its art and

architecture, weaving a web of suspicion and intrigue that shapes public perception and

discourse.

The transformation of airport symbolism post-9/11 emphasizes the fluidity of semiotic

interpretations shaped by cultural and social contexts. Against this backdrop, DIA's artworks

become contested terrains of interpretation, construed as veiled communications echoing broader

existential concerns. Airports, epitomizing global connectivity and movement, emerge as

epicenters where contemporary societal dilemmas are manifest, scrutinizing each sign and

symbol for latent meanings. Cammozzo's observation reflects this nuanced interplay of design,

intentionality, and reception in shaping behaviors and perceptions within these spaces

(Cammozzo, 2014, p. 2).

Table 3 provides further insights into the divergent narratives surrounding DIA's

artworks, contrasting coded language in conspiracy-oriented blogs with defending narratives.

The prevalence of terms associated with conspiracy theories in the former reflects a discourse

marked by suspicion and skepticism, while the latter presents a counter narrative characterized

by terms indicative of positivity, trust, and communal harmony.

In essence, DIA exemplifies how airports become arenas where everyday travel protocols

intersect with extraordinary narratives of intrigue, all under the amplified scrutiny of post-9/11

semiotic vigilance. Here, art and architecture engage in a deeper dialogue with travelers, echoing

and potentially exacerbating the ambient anxieties of an era marked by a quest for coherence

amidst perceived disorder.
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Distrust of Government

The "Distrust of Government" theme, as woven into the fabric of Denver International

Airport's conspiracy theories, underscores a pronounced skepticism towards state apparatus,

morphing airport art and symbols into perceived instruments of governmental subterfuge. This

skepticism transcends mere wary observation, actively recasting innocuous or commemorative

art into symbols fraught with implications of state malfeasance. Artworks at DIA such as Blue

Mustang or Notre Denver, conceived with intentions of unity or reflection, are reinterpreted as

cryptic manifestations of a deceptive government, propelling narratives that frame the state as an

obscure orchestrator within public spaces.

In the context of DIA, a nexus for international travel, such reinterpretations gain

amplified resonance, given the palpable government presence through security protocols, thereby

accentuating narratives of surveillance and governmental omnipotence. Here, DIA emerges as a

microcosm of larger governmental skepticism, a place where routine security checks morph into

perceived enactments of a broader agenda of control. Scrutiny of the airport's artistic and

symbolic elements through this perspective invites conspiracy theorists to unearth supposed

clandestine messages, further entrenching their conviction in a shadowy, manipulative

government.

The evolution of airport security post-9/11 has intensified this narrative, imbuing the

"Distrust of Government" construct with a renewed pertinence, affirming theories that paint the

government as architects of obscure schemes cloaked in national security interests. This narrative

context not only sheds light on how DIA's art and architecture become subjects of such

interpretations but also encapsulates a collective apprehension, reflecting the strained
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citizen-state dynamics in contemporary discourse, where spatial and authoritative semiotics

interlace to influence perception and dialogue.

The lexicon of conspiracy, with recurrent mentions of entities like the "Illuminati" and

"New World Order," weaves into this broader narrative of governmental mistrust, marking an

intricate augmentation of skepticism towards state entities. As articulated by Krieg, conspiracy

narratives often align with political extremism, attributing societal ailments to nefarious,

all-powerful groups, thereby sharing thematic cores with extremist ideologies (Krieg, 2022, p.2).

This narrative confluence elucidates the depth of distrust inherent in DIA's conspiracy theories,

situating them within a wider rhetoric that simplifies complex societal dynamics into binary

confrontations against perceived evil overlords.

While conspiracy theorists construe DIA's art and design as laden with covert signals

from such shadow factions, pragmatic counterarguments like those presented by Cammozzo

emphasize the functional essence of airport design—to streamline and secure passenger

movement (Cammozzo, 2014, p. 2). This dichotomy underscores the divergence between

conspiracy-driven interpretations and the operational realities governing airport design,

highlighting how conspiracy theories skew the perception of DIA's art and architectural features

from functional to insidious.

In analyzing the data presented in Table 3, it becomes evident that the dichotomy

between conspiracy-driven interpretations and defending narratives extends beyond theoretical

constructs to manifest in the specific artworks showcased at Denver International Airport. The

table provides a granular examination of the semantic re-indexing of art pieces, revealing how

each narrative camp interprets and ascribes meaning to the same artistic elements. While one

perspective sees symbols of transparency and communal harmony, the other discerns veiled
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messages of manipulation and authoritarianism. This nuanced analysis underscores the pivotal

role of interpretation in shaping public discourse, highlighting how the same artistic artifacts can

serve as battlegrounds for competing ideologies and worldviews. Thus, Table 3 serves as a

poignant reflection of the broader dynamics at play within the discourse surrounding DIA's art,

offering valuable insights into the multifaceted nature of public perception and the semiotic

battles waged within it.

Within this discourse, "Illuminati" and "New World Order" are not mere marginal

concepts but central to the conspiratorial narrative, portraying DIA as a grand stage for their

supposed machinations. This interpretation radically diverges from the prosaic functions of

airport spaces, suggesting that the airport's every design element and artwork might be imbued

with hidden significances and malign intents. Such narratives not only enhance the mystique and

suspicion surrounding DIA but also position the airport as a pivotal locus in the global

conspiracy imagination, transforming it from a transportation facility into an emblem of intrigue,

embodying collective anxieties and mythologies about covert global influencers. The

engagement with these narratives underscores the potent role of storytelling in shaping

perceptions, illustrating how public spaces and symbols can become crucibles for contemporary

myth-making and the manifestation of societal trepidations.

Final Deduction

The detailed examination carried out using MAXQDA24™ on six chosen blogs reveals

valuable insights into the discussions surrounding Denver International Airport, especially

focusing on conspiracy theories and supportive stories. This study highlighted key concepts such

as Machiavellianism, Anomie and Distrust of Government proposed by Enders et al., showcasing
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the powerful narratives that emerge in relation to DIA, particularly after 9/11—a time when

airports increasingly symbolize enhanced security measures and government control.

The research illustrates a clear contrast in viewpoints; conspiracy theories paint DIA with

dark implications, hinting at manipulation by secretive groups like the "Illuminati" and "New

World Order," while supporting narratives call for unity and transparency. This duality mirrors

deeper societal issues concerning authority and trust, positioning DIA as a miniature

representation where broader conflicts come to light. The analysis revealed how terms associated

with conspiracy theories permeate the conversation, highlighting a cultural inclination to

interweave skepticism into intricate narratives, thus shedding light on the broader dynamics of

distrust and sense making in today's society. The conflicting stories at DIA demonstrate how

airports, as public spaces, can evolve into arenas where differing realities and beliefs intersect.

The mention of groups like the "Illuminati" and "New World Order" in conspiracy

theories about DIA connects the airport to broader discussions on global influence and hidden

agendas. By analyzing language patterns and common themes, this study enhances insight into

DIA's significant role in conspiracy stories, prompting reflection on how narratives shape our

perceptions of places and authority.

Furthermore, the examination of specific artworks at Denver International Airport acts as

key focal points for grasping the differing stories identified in this research. The discussion in

Table 2 showcases the varied interpretations of these artworks, including the controversial "Blue

Mustang," Tanguma's murals and the mysterious "Notre Denver" gargoyles, within conspiracy

theories versus supportive narratives. The stark differences in how these artworks are understood

highlight the symbolic tensions embedded in their imagery, turning them into arenas for

conflicting beliefs and perspectives. For example, while one viewpoint sees the "Blue Mustang"
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as a protective symbol representing safe travels, another depicts it as a symbol of darkness and

dominance. Similarly, Tanguma's murals originally meant to promote peace and cultural

harmony, are reimagined as symbols of control and imminent catastrophe within conspiracy

plots.

The examination of these artworks provides valuable insights into how symbols in public

spaces such as DIA can be manipulated by conspiracy theories, highlighting the importance of

clear communication and contextual reinforcement to maintain the intended message and counter

misunderstandings.

These discoveries highlight the connection between symbolism, psychology and cultural

analysis, stressing the need for a nuanced understanding of the stories that shape perceptions of

controversial locations like DIA. The widespread misinterpretation and distortion of symbols in

such narratives expose the risks of presenting art in complex and closely scrutinized

environments like airports. Due to art's inherent interpretive nature, airports susceptibility to

semiotic manipulation may lead to the proliferation of conspiracy theories, undermining official

narratives.

In summary, while art enhances public spaces, its placement in areas with security

concerns and varying interpretations like airports requires thoughtful deliberation. Airports as

semiotic environments could benefit from clearer messaging that resists vague interpretations to

prevent narrative distortion. This research proposes a reassessment of art in airports by

suggesting pieces that convey clear messages or reinforce context to avoid misinterpretation,

ultimately preserving original intent and defending public spaces against conspiracy driven

narratives.
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Safeguarding against the manipulation of narratives is crucial, especially when it comes

to artworks that may be misinterpreted and given meanings contradictory to their intended

message.

In addressing the challenge of narrative distortion, particularly within the high-stakes

environment of airports like DIA, it becomes imperative to implement strategies that uphold and

clarify the intended messaging of public artworks. Airports serve as crossroads of diverse

cultures and beliefs, making them uniquely vulnerable to misinterpretation and the spread of

conspiracy theories. To counteract this, airports could employ more explicit interpretive

materials—such as plaques, guides, or digital applications—that provide context and background

for each piece of art. Engaging with local communities and cultural experts in the creation and

presentation of these materials can also foster a deeper, more nuanced understanding and

appreciation of the artworks.

Additionally, developing public engagement programs, including art tours or educational

workshops, could further demystify the artworks and their intentions, offering visitors a

grounded perspective that counters speculative interpretations. Through transparent

communication and proactive educational initiatives, airports can strengthen the public's grasp of

artistic intent, reducing the space for conspiracy theories to take root and flourish.

By reinforcing the context and narrative around airport art installations, these spaces can

transform into areas of enlightened interaction and cultural exchange rather than battlegrounds

for conflicting narratives. This proactive approach in defending public spaces and their artworks

not only preserves the integrity of artistic messaging but also contributes to a more informed and

discerning public discourse. Through these measures, airports like DIA can maintain their role as

gateways of travel and cultural exchange, ensuring that their artworks are appreciated for their
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intended artistic value and message, fostering a more informed and appreciative audience amidst

the global crossroads.
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