
‘Cave Art’ Manifesto 

‘Cave Art’ is the moniker for this approach to making 
based on the idea that the ‘cave’ is a metaphor for 
many important ideas underpinning visual making.  

Perhaps some of these ideas can be synthesised in 
‘Cave Art’.   

Cave Art draws on ideas from philosophy, psychology, 
history, geography, environmental science to:  
1) challenge mainstream discourses,  
2) suggest other ways of seeing, and  
3) possibilities for change toward social justice.  

Importantly cave art identifies the human race as in 
crisis and as causing a crisis for other beings and the 
planet. Cave Art is an art of resistance.  



Cave Art is underpinned by 12 principles:

1. Cave Art’ is all ‘art’ that challenges the maker/viewer to question ‘mainstream’ knowledge 
about the world, about others and about the self, and aims to contribute to a dialogue 
about the interests served by such knowledge. As well, it attempts to encompass an 
‘Emancipatory’ knowledge (Habermas, cited in Morrison, 2001) that involves critical 
visual examination of social structures to uncover social justices and inequities and 
disrupts the status quo by asking critical questions. 

2. Mainstream discourse manipulates and situates the individual within a false reality that 
cuts us off from each other, from other animal beings, and from our home the planet. 

3. As such, cave art recognises that mainstream discourse limits how we can think about 
anything. While recognising these limitations on thought, it nevertheless attempts to 
unpick mainstream discourse. Discourse in this sense is not only communication, but used 
in the Foucauldian sense of the ideas, beliefs, actions that construct who we are and how 
we can represent, talk about and understand the world. In this usage ‘discourse’ highlights 
the power relations that exist and allow some to speak and others to be silenced. 
‘Discourse’ imparts the notion that we can only speak about certain things, and 
‘mainstream discourse’ allows some things to be spoken of/shown and other things not to 
be mentioned (Foucault, 1969). 

4.  Cave artist seeks to develop empathy for other human animals, non human animals and 
the earth and recognises the importance of ‘a genuine recognition of ourselves in ‘the 
other’. (Bates, 2005). ‘Other’ includes human and non-human.

5. ‘Cave Art’ draws on critical traditions and is informed by the philosophies of Habermas 
(see Morrison, 2991), Marx (1867), Weber (1905), the neo-pragmatists including Rorty 
(1973) and the post structuralists including Foucault (1969). ‘Cave art’ seeks a synthesis 
between these theories and emerging post humanists (eg Ferrando, 2019) and post 
materialist theories (Braidotti, 2018 ) that critique anthropocentrism and instead recognise 
that the human animal should not be privileged and should not be viewed as the centre of 
the world, but instead as part of the natural world in a more symbiotic relationship with it.

6. ‘Cave Art’ bridges the tension between the political and the personal and recognises that 
all personal responses to the world occur in a context that oppresses some groups and 
privileges others (https://newhumanist.org.uk/articles/5342/the-problem-with-identity-
politics). 

7. For the above reason, Cave Art draws back from some  identity art that, like some identity 
politics embeds us more firmly within what Weber (1905) called ‘the iron cage of 
modernity’. Importantly identity art is problematic when it fails to critique the structures 
and organisations that marginalise, exploit and abuse all individual animals and
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      communities and may, like identity politics seek a comfortable ‘place at the table’ without 
questioning the hierarchical and damaging way in which the seating is arranged.

8. All material objects, including the seats at the table, can be the starting point for exploration 
of political, economic and ideological discourse and its manipulation of individual 
psychology and behaviours. 

 9. Cave Art does not privilege process as in, and of, itself the most valued and valuable aspect 
of art, as Sartwell(1992) argues it should, but seeks a balance between process and content 
(process art can only be valued by, and valuable for, the maker). For the cave artist, content 
without process is an empty concept, while process without content ignores the social 
context within which we find ourselves in the decade starting in 2020 and by doing so, 
process art focuses on individual responsibility (the cornerstone of the neoliberal project 
which is built on the idea of autonomy of the individual and lack of responsibility for one 
another or even for the self (Massimo Pendenza and Vanessa Lamattina, 2018). (I’d add - 
in 2020 we have veered away even from the liberal ideal of individual autonomy and 
responsibility for the self in what seems best to describe as a new longing for authority 
over us - a new paternalist totalitarianism).

10. Cave art is not protest art in the sense that the work of the dada movement (https://
www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/d/dada), Weiwei (https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/ai-
weiwei-8208) or ‘Banksy’ (Ellsorth-Jones, 2013) is protest art. The intention of the cave 
artist is not to mainly critique specific political systems or disturbing events, but to explore  
deeply worrying  aspects of the human condition – not to identify problems of ‘them’ but 
problems within ‘us’: the problems of the human race generally that have lead to a world 
in which 23-37% of all mammals (not including birds, insects, fish) are critically 
endangered (The Red List, 2021) and 3 billion other animals are needlessly slaughtered per 
day (Zampa, 2018), the oceans are full of plastic (Plasticoceans.org), the world is warming 
drastically (Lindsey and Dahlman, 2021) each year more people become homeless and the 
numbers of refugees and migrants rises (EOH, 2016). In the global south as I write 
150,000,000 more  people are facing starvation as a direct consequence of the response to 
covid19 ( United Nations food programme) while 651 million people are diagnosed as 
obese (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epidemiology_of_obesity.)

11. In relation to point 10, the cave artists rejects pointing the finger of blame only at the 
‘other’; whether people of a different ‘colour’, with other politics, or religions or 
languages; or our own or other governments, other countries, other cultures, other social 
groups, and instead identifies each human being as responsible for the crisis in which we 
find ourselves and for acting to challenge and end injustice. 

12. Cave artists reject the orthodoxy imposed by any art movement or art education, and view 
this orthodoxy as a form of ‘symbolic violence’ (Bourdieu, 1999).
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Rationale 

Historically the cave is symbolic of a long tradition of visual representation of reality and our place in 
the world, going back to drawings found thousands of years ago, for example the Lascaux paintings in 
the complex of caves in Southwestern France (Bradshawfoundation.com/lascaux), thought to be made 
between 15000-17000 BCE. The cave can also be a symbol of home and shelter since there is 
evidence that Neanderthals lived in caves going back 100,000 years, and even in Victoria cave, North 
Yorkshire, the focus for some of the writer’s making,  bones of elephants, hippos, and bears have 
been found. These archaeological findings make us think of our distant past and changes to our 
environment over this time. They remind us that the earth and its inhabitants constantly change, and 
that life is not static but continuously evolving. This suggests the possibility of striving toward a more 
socially just culture within which humans take on the role of protector of one another, other animals 
and the environment.  

The cave has psychological connotations. For example, in psychology the cave symbolises the 
meaning of life, and the unconscious (Jung, 1964 ). For the cave artist the meaning of life is love, in 
Fromm’s sense (Fromm, 1956 ), that is that love of self, other beings and other animals and the world. 
It is this love that conquers the fear of freedom.   

Geographically caves are important for understanding the strata and rock formations of the earth and 
shifting land.  The cave artists knows that they are part of the earth and the earth and rocks are part of 
them. Ethnographically caves often preserve evidence of past events and cultures, for example 
Roman jewellery and coins have been found in one of the specific caves that I explore – Victoria Cave 
(Lord and Howard, 2013) – leading to the suggestion that the Romans saw the cave as a link to the 
underworld and the spiritual realm. ‘Cave Art’ may literally focus on caves, but it may not reference 
caves directly in any sense, but instead draw on some of the purposes and principles of cave art. 
Crucially cave art is art of resistance. 

 In ‘Art as Resistance’ (Vincente 2017 ) resistance is conceived as the ‘deconstruction of ideologically 
informed narratives’. Resistance is seen a necessary act, ‘Only the act of resistance resists death, 
either as a work of art or as a human struggle.’ (Op cit).  A central preoccupation in cave art is the 
philosophical question of how and whether humans can perceive a reality beyond that presented in 
contemporary discourse. The allegory of ‘Plato’s cave’ (ref)  informs much of the work. While Plato’s 
allegory itself is somewhat convoluted, (and ironically Plato rejected artists in his republic), the cave 
symbolises the idea that manipulative discourses (or ‘newspeak', George Orwell, 1948), from the 
media and other social institutions, limit how we can think about anything, as well as highlighting the 
refusal of humans to accept versions of reality that are at odds with long held convictions and/or 
experiences. The cave artist recognises with Erich Fromm (2001), that fear of freedom lies at the base 
of the human reluctance to point out the glaring flaws in mainstream ‘reality’, because doing so will 
separate them from their peers, family and friends, but they also recognise, with Fromm and Plato, the 
need to face this fear and ‘stand up’. This raises the importance of both a sociological and 
psychological exploration. Cave art not only attempts to balance process and content, but is equally 
concerned with balancing social critique with  motivations and identify. As MacIntosh (undated) writes 
in relation to Basquiet’s work ‘Art has but two functions. The first is to be indicative of the society in 
which it is created….the second function of art…to chronicle the experience of the individual. On 
occasion these two functions manifest themselves fully in the style of a single artist..’  

  



In summary the need for cave artists is pressing. Despite definitions of contemporary art eg.  
‘Contemporary art provides an opportunity to reflect on today social issues relevant to 
humanity, and the world around us’. (https://www.virtosuart.com/blog/how-to-understand-
contemporary-art), so long as we see process in art as an end in itself  we are in danger of colluding 
with the neoliberal focus on individualism rather than political and sociological explorations of justice, 
equality or freedom. 

This is not surprising in a society in which identity issues, including critical self reflection are used to 
trap us in a highly commodified universe (Weber. 1905). A cave artist would clearly not set out to sell 
their work, (and it is unlikely it would sell anyway, unless it were critical of a past event (like the second 
world war) or of another society and culture: not our own). It is fair to argue that there are in already 
many examples of a socially engaged art practice , for example, art that engages with community 
issues or environmental art. It could be argued that environmental art is a flourishing critique of our 
throw-away culture. I accept this is the case, but much environmental art is a description of 
environmental damage, rather than a social critique of the underlying causes, which stem from a 
political and economic critique of neoliberalism, over-consumption as well as from a psychological 
critique of the human dissociation from self.  

I hope it will be evident from this short essay that although Cave Art is concerned with Social Justice 
issues it is not activist or protest art (protest art is defined by Harris as art that: (i) art as representation 
of political injustice, (ii) art as builder of political community, (iii) art as seed of political alternatives. 
These foci may be part of the cave artists work, but the Cave Artist goes further by deconstructing the 
‘everyday’ and common sense knowledges that make social injustice possible.  

Finally, it has been important to me to write this to clarify my ideas and future work, although I 
recognise this is my thinking at one moment in time and it might change. Fisher and Fortnum (2013: 
6-7) write: 

“…how artists voice what, why and how they do what they do has a fundamental role in 
formulating what they continue to do. In the narratives formed around practices, in the stories 
artists tell, artists make themselves and begin to map their future production. This can work as 
affirmation, encouraging the artist to develop an understanding of the kind of artist they believe 
themselves to be, as well as the work they have made. Yet equally forming identity, may also be 
seen as fixing identity, destroying the flow of the artist’s development… I would suggest that the 
statements artists make in relation to their work, even the prosaic descriptions of processes, are 
designed to make their own values evident, often as much to themselves as others.”

Artists I would co-opt to be part of the Cave Artists collective include Anselm Kiefer. Francis Bacon. 
Jim Shaw. Any many novelists including Geroge Orwell. Aldous Huxley. William Blake, Leo Tolstoy in 
his later years. Alice Walker. Cormac Mcarthy. 

Susan Askew, May 2021. 2200 words, excluding references.   
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