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Abstract: In recent years, the circulation of videos related to bushcraft,
survivalin nature, shelter construction, and staying in caves and rock shelters
has increased on social media platforms. This article examines the
phenomenon of “staging survival in nature” as a form of display-oriented
intervention; interventions in which the physical manipulation of the
environment gains meaning in relation to visual content production, audience
attraction, and digital circulation. The main research question is what kinds of
interventions are observable in these videos in caves and rock shelters, and
what implications these behaviors may have from the perspectives of
archaeology, natural-cultural heritage protection, and the management of
sensitive spaces. The study is based on the qualitative—quantitative content
analysis of 64 publicly available YouTube videos from nine channels. These
videos, identified through purposive and chain-based sampling in November-
December 2025 and January 2026, correspond to 64 independent places in
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Iran and were mainly published between 2023 and 2025. Indicators such as
digging or levelling the floor, moving stone and sediment, blocking the
entrance or part of the space, fire-making, smoke production, overnight
occupation, modifying walls or ceilings, hunting, and connections with

Performative Vandalism treasure-hunting narratives or the search for objects were recorded and

assessed. Based on the intensity of visible intervention, 38 videos were
classified as high risk, 19 as medium risk, and 7 as low risk. The results show
that, even without field confirmation of the archaeological status of all
locations, these behaviors may threaten sedimentary context, stratigraphic
readability, rock surfaces, cultural evidence, and cave ecosystems. The
article concludes by emphasizing the need for digital monitoring, public
education, avoiding the publication of sensitive location indicators,
developing guidelines for responsible behavior, and cooperation among
cultural heritage, environmental, natural resources, and caving institutions.
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1. Introduction
In recent years, social media platforms have increasingly circulated videos related to outdoor
recreation, survival in nature, bushcraft, shelter construction, cave camping, hunting, and the
exploration of remote or hidden spaces. Bushcraft, in its original sense, refers to a set of practical
skills for living, moving, building, and adapting responsibly in non-urban environments. In its media-
driven and performative form, however, these practices may generate new risks for natural-cultural
heritage. This article uses the term “staging survival in nature” to describe a form of performative
bushcraft in which activities such as shelter construction, fire-making, overnight occupation,
digging, moving stone and sediment, and modifying natural spaces are staged, filmed, circulated,
and consumed as visual content.

The issue becomes particularly significant when such activities move into caves, rock shelters,
and similar stone environments. In these contexts, the floor, sediments, walls, ceilings, entrances,
traces of fire, soot, ash, stone arrangements, and spatial relationships may all be part of a fragile
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archaeological or natural-cultural archive. The main problem addressed in this article is therefore
not responsible nature recreation itself, but those forms of display-oriented intervention in which
caves and rock shelters are physically modified for performance, filming, shelter construction, or
digital visibility. The article asks what kinds of interventions are observable in the selected videos,
what risks they may pose for archaeological context and natural-cultural heritage, and how social
media may contribute to the normalization and imitation of such behaviors.

2. Caves and Rock shelters as Natural-Cultural Archives

Caves, rock shelters, and related stone environments are not empty natural spaces. In
archaeological and geoarchaeological research, they are often understood as layered archives of
environmental, biological, cultural, and behavioral information. Their floors, walls, ceilings,
entrances, sediments, traces of fire, animal remains, lithic artefacts, charcoal, ash, plant micro-
remains, and stratigraphic relationships may all contribute to the reconstruction of past human
behavior and environmental conditions. The value of such places is therefore not limited to visible
artefacts or monumental remains. Sometimes the most important evidence is preserved in
deposits, microstratigraphy, residues, soot, sediment color, or the relationship between different
traces.

This is especially significant in Iran, and particularly in the Zagros Mountains, where caves and
rock shelters have played a major role in Paleolithic research and in the recovery of evidence related
to Neanderthals, lithic technologies, faunal remains, anthropogenic deposits, traces of fire, and
human occupation. The inscription of the Prehistoric Sites of the Khorramabad Valley on the
UNESCO World Heritage List further demonstrates the global importance of such places in Iran.
This property, consisting of five caves and one rock shelter, highlights the significance of these
environments for understanding Middle and Upper Paleolithic occupations, Mousterian and
Baradostian traditions, stone technologies, symbolic behavior, and possible routes of human
movement between Africa and Eurasia. Other examples, such as Bawa Yawan Rockshelter, Qaleh
Kurd Cave, and Karaftu Cave, also show that caves and rock shelters in Iran should not be treated
as empty, ownerless, or freely modifiable spaces. They may simultaneously contain
archaeological, environmental, pictorial, biological, and educational values.

3. Materials and Methods

This study examines performative bushcraft as an emerging heritage-risk phenomenon in the
Persian-language and Iran-related online sphere. It is based on the qualitative—quantitative content
analysis of 64 publicly available YouTube videos collected from nine channels or pages. The
selected videos were related to bushcraft, shelter construction, staying in caves or rock shelters,
modifying natural spaces, hunting, and narratives associated with old, hidden, or potentially
treasure-bearing places. Data collection was carried outin November-December 2025 and January
2026 through purposive and chain-based sampling. Part of the sample was identified through prior
knowledge of active pages in this field, while other videos were found through keyword searches
and algorithmic recommendations on YouTube. Search terms included Persian expressions
equivalent to “bushcraft,” “camping in nature,” “survival in nature,” “shelter construction in nature,”
and “campingin caves.”

Each video was treated as the main unit of observation and analysis. However, based on the
control of duplication, visual evidence, titles, descriptions, channel information, and the research
database, the final 64 videos were attributed to 64 independent places in Iran. This does not mean
that all of these places are confirmed archaeological sites. The archaeological or legal status of
each location cannot be determined without field inspection, direct documentation, and expert
assessment. For this reason, the analysis focuses on observable behaviors and their potential
implications for natural-cultural heritage, rather than on proving the archaeological status of every
place shown in the videos.
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For each video, descriptive, behavioral, and heritage-related information was recorded in a
database. Descriptive variables included year of publication, type of space, claimed or inferred
location, number of people, duration, number of views, channel information, and mode of
presentation. The main behavioralindicators included digging or levelling the floor, moving stone or
sediment, bringing stone or soil into the space, removing soil or stone, blocking the entrance or part
of the interior, modifying walls or ceilings, lighting fires inside the cave or near the entrance, smoke
or poor ventilation, overnight occupation, hunting, and references to treasure, old objects, signs,
hidden spaces, or object searching. Heritage-related indicators included visible stratigraphy,
possible cultural materials, signs or claims suggesting that the space was old or ancient, and
uncertainty in the identification of such evidence.

The sample does not claim to represent the full scale of the phenomenon on social media. The
potential universe of relevant videos and pages is much larger, and access to online material is
shaped by search algorithms, platform visibility, internet restrictions, changing availability of
content, and the removal or editing of videos. Therefore, the study is designed as an exploratory and
warning-oriented analysis based on a documented sample of visible behavior. Due to conservation
concerns, channel names, video links, and precise location indicators are not published in the
article.

4. Results

The results show repeated forms of direct intervention in caves, rock shelters, and related stone
spaces. In terms of space type, 25 videos were recorded in caves, 20 in rock shelters, 13 in spaces
combining features of both caves and rock shelters, 5 around boulders or similar stone spaces, and
1inasmallcave. Chronologically, the videos in the sample were published between 2023 and 2025:
3videosin 2023, 18in 2024, and 43 in 2025. This distribution cannot be used as definitive evidence
for the overall growth of the phenomenon, because the sample is shaped by access, platform
visibility, and search limitations. Nevertheless, the concentration of videos in 2025 indicates the
strong presence of this kind of content among recently visible online material.

The most frequent physical interventions were bringing stone or soil into the space, recorded in
62 videos; levelling the floor for sleeping or staying, recorded in 61 videos; removing soil or stone,
alsorecorded in 61 videos; blocking the entrance or part of the interior space, recorded in 59 videos;
digging the floor, recorded in 54 videos; and overnight occupation, recorded in 52 videos. Smoke or
poor ventilation was observed in 51 videos, while fire inside caves or rock shelters and modification
of walls or ceilings were each recorded in 49 videos. Fire near the entrance was recorded in 20
videos. These patterns indicate that the issue is not simply the presence of people in natural
spaces, but the active rearrangement of caves and rock shelters for sleeping, filming, shelter
construction, protection from weather, and visual performance.

Fire-making in closed or semi-closed spaces is one of the most significant patterns observed.
Fire and smoke may blacken walls and ceilings and reduce the readability of rock surfaces,
pigments, older soot, ash layers, charcoal, or other cultural traces. Newly produced fire residues
may also mix with older evidence of human activity and disturb the interpretive value of deposits.
This problem is not limited to cultural heritage. Caves are also habitats for sensitive cave-dwelling
species, including bats, invertebrates, and other organism’s dependent on dark, stable, and low-
disturbance environments. Smoke, heat, light, noise, prolonged human presence, blocking
entrances, or changes in ventilation may therefore threaten the natural biological heritage of these
spaces as well.

The study also recorded indicators related to heritage interpretation and treasure-hunting
narratives. In 30 videos, the type of space, sediment condition, visual evidence, or narrative
suggested that the place might be old or ancient. In 17 videos, stratigraphy or sedimentary
differences were visible, and in 16 videos, possible cultural materials could be observed. However,
in many cases, identification remained uncertain: stratigraphy was unclear in 37 videos, and the
presence of cultural materials was uncertain in 39 videos. This uncertainty is itself significant.
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Social media videos are not produced for scientific documentation, and camera angle, lighting,
editing, image quality, and the removal of parts of the recorded process limit interpretation.
Therefore, the absence of visible archaeological evidence in a video should not be treated as
evidence of absence. Rather, uncertain cases highlight the limitations of remote observation and
the need for a preventive approach.

Based on the intensity and extent of visible intervention, the heritage risk level of each video was
qualitatively assessed. Of the 64 videos, 38 were classified as high risk, 19 as medium risk, and 7
as low risk. This means that 59.4 percent of the sample was assessed as high risk, 29.7 percent as
medium risk, and 10.9 percent as low risk. These categories do not determine the legal or
archaeological status of the places shown in the videos. Rather, they indicate that a large
proportion of the observed content includes interventions that may be problematic for the spatial,
sedimentary, pictorial, biological, or contextual integrity of caves and rock shelters.

The videos also had significant circulation potential. For 63 videos, view counts were recorded.
Their total number of views was approximately 6.3 million, with an average of about 100,548 views
and a median of 27,700 views. One video had approximately 946,000 views, 15 videos had more
than 100,000 views, and 5 videos had more than 500,000 views. These figures show that the
analyzed content, despite appearing individual and dispersed, has considerable capacity for
circulation and influence in digital space.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The danger of performative bushcraft lies not only in individual acts of disturbance but also in their
public display, repetition, and normalization through social media. In some videos, the language of
bushcraft, outdoor recreation, or shelter construction overlaps with narratives of treasure, hidden
spaces, old objects, or signs. Illicit digging is one of the most serious and destructive threats to
cultural heritage in Iran. In some of the videos analyzed here, the same logic of searching, digging,
survival performance, nature recreation, or online content production. This shift in language and
presentation can make harmful behavior appear ordinary, entertaining, or even educational.

In this sense, destructive staging of survival may be understood as a form of performative

vandalism of natural-cultural heritage. This does not mean that all content producers necessarily
intend to damage heritage. Rather, the result of the action, regardless of intention, may reduce the
readability, authenticity, and integrity of a place. Vandalism in this context is not limited to writing
on walls or breaking visible objects. It may also take the form of moving sediment, smoking ceilings,
building temporary walls, blocking entrances, digging floors, modifying walls or ceilings, or turning
a cave into a stage for digital performance. The distinctive feature of this form of vandalism is its
visibility, circulation, and potential imitation.
The article concludes that the protection of caves and rock shelters cannot rely only on traditional
forms of heritage control. Many such spaces may have potential value before they are formally
registered, excavated, or professionally surveyed. A preventive approach is therefore necessary.
This does not mean prohibiting all forms of responsible nature recreation. Rather, it requires a clear
distinction between responsible presence and destructive intervention. Practical measures should
include digital monitoring of harmful content, public education, avoiding the publication of
sensitive location indicators, guidelines for responsible behavior in caves and rock shelters,
restrictions on fire-making and construction in cave environments, cooperation among cultural
heritage authorities, environmental agencies, natural resources institutions, caving groups,
archaeologists, and local communities, and platform-based reporting mechanisms.

Ultimately, the issue is not only the protection of a few caves or rock shelters. It is a broader
question of public perception. As long as caves and rock shelters are imagined as empty,
mysterious, or freely available spaces for adventure and performance, such interventions will
continue. This study shows that even a limited sample of publicly available videos can reveal a
repeated and concerning pattern of intervention. Effective protection requires that caves and
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rockshelters be understood not as open stages for digital display, but as fragile archives of the
natural, biological, and cultural history of the country.
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