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Abstract

This paper extends the "cube problem" metaphor - Al's
persistent reversion to cubic forms despite instructions for
asymmetrical collapse - to analyse contemporary socio-
technical-environmental systems. I argue that the same
structural logic manifests in how algorithmic systems impose
order on climate chaos, how surveillance capitalism fragments
collective understanding, and how authoritarian governance
neutralises resistance. Drawing on critical theory, political
ecology, and my own art-based research, I demonstrate how
these interlocking systems resist fundamental change through
mechanisms that parallel the AI cube's stubborn persistence.
Intervention requires forces outside the system's internal logic
- specifically through environmental and political activism -
that can challenge the Cubic Order's foundational premises
and reveal alternative futures beyond its rigid geometries.
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Introduction

The cube persists as a synecdoche for order in an age of cascading collapse. My
previous work established how artificial intelligence systems, when tasked with
visualising asymmetrical disintegration, persistently default to cubic forms!. What
began as an art-based research inquiry turned performance that aimed to visualise
systemic collapse through a hundred-stage generative process evolved into a
profound insight about algorithmic conservatism: Al systems consistently neutralise
instructions for fundamental structural breakdown by imposing geometric stability.
This "cube problem" transcends mere technical limitation, revealing how
computational systems embody and perpetuate existing structural logics - a
conservatism embedded in their foundational architecture?.

This paper expands that metaphor to examine how contemporary socio-technical-
environmental systems similarly resist fundamental transformation. The interlocking
dynamics of algorithmic governance, surveillance capitalism, and environmental
crisis form what I term the "Cubic Order" - a system that simultaneously
accelerates ecological destruction while presenting these processes in misleadingly
orderly representations. Like the Al that disguises but never truly abandons its cubic
foundation, this system absorbs disruption, fragments collective understanding, and
neutralises resistance while maintaining its essential architecture.

My analysis proceeds in three parts. First, I examine the technological apparatus of
cubic containment - how surveillance technologies and algorithmic governance
construct bounded realities that fragment collective understanding of systemic
threats. Second, I analyse how these systems collide with planetary boundaries,
imposing reductive simplicity on climate chaos while intensifying the very conditions
that hasten ecological collapse. Finally, I consider how the Cubic Order might be
broken - not through internal reform but through forces operating outside its logical
parameters, particularly through artistic intervention and environmental activism.

This framework reveals a profound paradox: the same systems that generate
unprecedented climate chaos simultaneously prevent us from comprehending that
chaos in its full complexity. Just as my Al persistently reduced a metaphorical block
of contradictions to a smooth-edged cube, our technologies of representation
consistently reduce environmental crisis to tidy metrics, fragmented scenarios, and
manageable visualisations - a reduction that serves to maintain the very structures
driving this crisis. The parallels between artistic experiment and planetary condition
are not coincidental but revealing of a common logic of containment that spans
scales of operation.
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The Technological Apparatus of Cubic Containment

Digital Enclosure
Reality Bubbles and Fragmented Understanding

The Al's persistent reversion to cubic forms mirrors how surveillance capitalism
constructs "reality bubbles" that fragment collective understanding of systemic
threats. Zuboff's analysis of surveillance capitalism reveals how data extraction and
behavioural prediction industries create enclosed digital environments that modulate
experience according to algorithmic logic3. These environments function as cubic
containers, preserving the appearance of boundlessness while actually constraining
perspective within invisible walls.

Consider how climate information circulates within these enclosed spaces.
Environmental knowledge becomes subject to what Tufekci calls "computational
politics" — a process whereby algorithmic curation tailors climate narratives to
individual profiles®. Those already sceptical of climate science encounter an
information landscape that reinforces doubt; those concerned about climate change
receive content that frequently individualises responsibility rather than highlighting
systemic causes. The result parallels what happened in my artistic process: what
should be perceived as complex, interconnected, and requiring systemic response
becomes compartmentalised, simplified, and contained.

This digital enclosure operates as a form of what Klein terms "reality management"?>
- not through outright censorship but through fragmentation that prevents holistic
understanding. Gilroy's concept of "postcolonial melancholia" offers insight into how
these bubbles facilitate historical forgetting, allowing extractive relations established
during colonialism to continue unexamined in digital spaces®. Just as my Al
disguised the cube through surface modifications while maintaining its underlying
structure, digital enclosures modify superficial content while preserving foundational
relations of extraction and control.

These digital envelopes function as cubes in another sense: they attempt to impose
Euclidean order on the hyperdimensional complexity of climate change, which
Morton characterises as a "hyperobject" exceeding conventional spatiotemporal
frames’. The persistence of the cube in my artistic experiment revealed Al's
inherent tendency toward bounded completeness; similarly, algorithmic sorting
mechanisms impose boundaries on the unboundable, presenting climate change not
as a civilisational challenge requiring fundamental transformation but as a series of
discrete problems amenable to technological fixes.

Algorithmic Governance
Disciplinary Power and Necropolitical Sorting

The cube's function as a container of complexity extends to how algorithmic systems
govern populations through classification, prediction, and control. My artistic process
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revealed how Al consistently reduced chaotic instructions to manageable geometric
forms; similarly, algorithmic governance reduces human complexity to manageable
vectors of risk and opportunity. Ferguson notes how predictive policing algorithms
transform fluid social dynamics into rigid risk profiles, effectively preserving historical
biases beneath computational objectivity® - exactly paralleling how my AI preserved
the cube's basic form beneath superficial distortions.

This governance operates through what Foucault identified as disciplinary power -
not primarily through prohibitions but through normalisation and statistical regulation®.
Algorithmic systems extend this logic by automating classification, making the
boundaries between normal and deviant appear objective rather than constructed.
Benjamin's concept of the "New Jim Code" illuminates how seemingly neutral
technological processes encode existing structural biases'?, just as my Al encoded
geometric biases that consistently privileged the cube over more radical forms.

The algorithmic governance of climate response reveals a further parallel. O'Neil
documents how algorithmic systems optimise for measurable variables while
neglecting unmeasurable impacts!?, paralleling how my AI optimised for geometric
coherence while neglecting conceptual directives for dissolution. Climate models
similarly privilege quantifiable metrics while struggling to incorporate qualitative
dimensions of loss, damage, and cultural transformation. The result is a
necropolitical sorting mechanism that Mbembe describes as determining "who may
live and who must die"!? — as climate impacts intensify, algorithmic systems
increasingly determine which populations receive resources and protection and
which are sacrificed.

Crucially, these systems present themselves as neutral computational processes
rather than political choices. This mirrors how the Al appeared to "naturally"
produce cubes - as though cubic form represented an inevitable computational
outcome rather than a contingent preference. Both situations conceal how deeply
normative assumptions are embedded within seemingly objective computational
processes. The cube problem reveals that these are not glitches but features -
structural tendencies that resist fundamental disruption because they are built into
the systems' foundational logic.

Technological Conservatism
Updating to Remain the Same

My artistic experiment with 100 Iterations of Collapse demonstrated how generative
Al absorbs instructions for transformation while maintaining essential structures.
Despite increasingly sophisticated prompts and the transition to a parametric model
(01), the system consistently preserved the cube - sometimes disguising it through
surface modifications but never truly abandoning its underlying geometry. This
"updating to remain the same," as Chun characterises media systems' tendency to
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preserve fundamental structures while appearing to transform?3, perfectly describes
how technological systems more broadly absorb disruption.

Fisher's concept of "capitalist realism" illuminates how contemporary systems
neutralise alternatives by incorporating their aesthetic but not their substance!4.
Images of environmental catastrophe circulate widely but are rendered as spectacle
rather than spurs to action; critiques of technological surveillance become plot
points in streaming entertainment; radical political positions become fashion
statements. The system appears responsive to change while fundamentally resisting
it — exactly paralleling how my Al produced increasingly elaborate visual
modifications to the cube without ever truly breaking it.

This technological conservatism manifests in climate technology discourse
specifically. Technological solutionism presents climate crisis as a technical problem
requiring optimisation rather than a political-economic challenge requiring structural
transformation. Carbon capture, geoengineering, and "smart city" proposals extend
the logic of the current system rather than fundamentally reconceiving it. As
Mirowski argues, these approaches constitute a form of "neoliberalism 2.0" that
seeks to absorb environmental critique while preserving market fundamentalism?®® -
a process directly comparable to how my Al absorbed instructions for chaotic
dissolution while preserving cubic order.

Crucially, this conservatism operates through a logic that Stiegler identifies as
"grammatisation" - the breaking down of continuous flows into discrete,
manageable units'®. My AI discretised the continuous concept of collapse into a
series of manageable geometric transformations; similarly, environmental
governance discretises the continuous flow of planetary systems into manageable
units like carbon credits, biodiversity offsets, and ecosystem services. Both
processes impose digital logic on analogue phenomena, reducing qualitative
transformation to quantitative modification. The result is a system that appears
dynamic while remaining fundamentally static — producing variations on the cube
rather than its actual dissolution.

Collision with Planetary Boundaries

Cubic Misrepresentations
Imposing Order on Climate Chaos

The Al's persistent reduction of asymmetrical chaos to cubic form directly parallels
how computational systems impose misleading order on climate chaos. Edwards
documents how climate modelling necessarily simplifies chaotic atmospheric
systems into computationally manageable representations!’. While these models are
scientifically valuable, their reception often reinforces what Nixon terms "slow
violence" - a gradual, dispersed destruction rendered invisible by representational
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conventions that privilege the spectacular and immediate!®. The cube problem
manifests here as a fundamental tension between the turbulent reality of climate
processes and the ordered representational systems that render them visible.

This tension between chaotic reality and ordered representation extends beyond
climate science into environmental governance. When environmental data enters
policy contexts, it undergoes further cubic containment. Complex socio-ecological
relationships are reduced to discrete indicators; uncertain futures are represented
as scenario pathways with clear boundaries; messy distribution of impacts is
averaged into global means. These cubic representations enable governance within
existing frameworks but systematically underrepresent precisely those aspects of
climate change that challenge those frameworks - the non-linear tipping points,
cascading system failures, and radical uncertainties that demand transformative
response.

My artistic experiment revealed how Al systems struggle with historical
sedimentation — the notion that forms evolve while retaining traces of their past.
Similarly, conventional climate representations struggle to visualise how past
emissions continue shaping future conditions through complex lag effects.
Haraway's concept of "making kin" with past and future generations!® offers an
alternative temporal framework, but remains difficult to represent within
conventional visualisation practices that privilege discrete time slices over
continuous historical becoming. The AI consistently reduced my instructions for
layered historical sedimentation to volumetric extrusions; climate visualisation
similarly reduces historical responsibility to discrete emissions inventories rather
than ongoing relations of extraction.

The epistemological implications are profound. Just as my artistic process revealed
how AI struggles to represent genuine dissolution, our climate representations
struggle to depict genuine civilisational transformation. The cube manifests as an
epistemological limit — the point at which our tools of representation break down
precisely when we need them most. This limit is not merely technical but political: it
marks the boundary of what can be seen, known, and therefore governed within
existing systems. Breaking the cube thus becomes not merely an aesthetic
challenge but an epistemological and political imperative.

Authoritarian Acceleration
Populism and Environmental Crisis

The cube problem illuminates how authoritarian populism emerges from and
intensifies environmental crisis while preventing systemic responses. My artistic
experiment revealed that the more radical my instructions for dissolution became,
the more forcefully the Al reverted to recognisable geometric forms. Similarly,
intensifying environmental instability often produces not progressive transformation
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but authoritarian retrenchment - a doubling down on extractive growth models,
xenophobic border regimes, and nationalist resource competition.

Mouffe's theory of antagonistic politics helps explain this pattern?®. When existing
political frameworks cannot accommodate ecological realities, the resulting anxiety
often manifests not as rational deliberation but as antagonistic identification of
enemies. Climate change becomes reframed through nationalist security discourses
that position some populations as threatening and others as deserving protection.
This authoritarian tendency parallels the cubic reassertion I observed - a retreat to
familiar structures when confronted with profound uncertainty.

This pattern reveals a deeper paradox within the Cubic Order: the same systems
that accelerate environmental degradation simultaneously prevent adequate
response. Malm documents how fossil capital has embedded combustion so deeply
within economic systems that decarbonisation threatens not merely specific
industries but the foundations of capitalist accumulation?!. The system accelerates
toward ecological limits while resisting the transformations necessary to operate
within those limits — a contradiction that intensifies authoritarian governance as a
means of managing resulting crises.

The cubic persistence I observed in Al mirrors what Klein identifies as "disaster
capitalism" - the intensification of existing political-economic arrangements during
crisis rather than their transformation?2. Just as my AI developed increasingly
sophisticated methods of disguising the cube rather than breaking it, existing
governance systems develop increasingly sophisticated methods of managing
environmental symptoms while preserving the economic structures producing them.
Both phenomena reveal not failure but success - the system's remarkable capacity
to absorb disruption while maintaining its essential form.

Feedback Loops of Destruction
Growth Ideologies and Technological Control

The cube problem reveals how growth ideologies create reinforcing cycles of
environmental destruction and technological control. My artistic process
demonstrated that the Al persistently reinterpreted instructions for radical
dissolution as instructions for controlled modification — a pattern that parallels how
growth-oriented systems reinterpret ecological limits as innovation opportunities.
Both cases reveal a system incapable of recognising its own boundaries because its
foundational logic assumes infinite expandability.

This manifests in what Morton terms "hyperobjects" - phenomena so massively
distributed across time and space that they resist conventional representation (7).
Climate change functions as a hyperobject partly because it emerges from systems
designed specifically to ignore the very feedback loops now becoming undeniable.
The Al's persistent cubic reduction mirrors how growth-oriented systems
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persistently reduce ecological feedback to externalities amenable to technological
management rather than fundamental limits requiring systemic transformation.

These feedback loops operate through what Tsing identifies as "scalability" - the
assumption that projects can expand without transforming their fundamental
nature?3. My Al assumed that any form could be contained within cubic parameters;
growth ideologies similarly assume that economic activity can infinitely expand
without fundamentally transforming ecological relationships. Both assumptions
prevent recognition of genuine limits. The cube becomes visible as the boundary of
computational imagination; planetary boundaries similarly mark the limits of
extractive expansion - yet both systems struggle to recognise these limits as
anything but temporary obstacles to be overcome through further optimisation.

The feedback intensifies through what Guattari terms the "three ecologies" -
environmental, social, and mental domains that mutually reinforce patterns of
degradation?*. Just as my Al's geometric bias persisted across different prompting
strategies, extractive logics persist across these ecological domains. Environmental
degradation produces social insecurity that prevents collective action; mental
environments become saturated with short-term survivalism that precludes longer-
term ecological thinking; both conditions enable continued environmental exploitation.
The cube problem reveals how deeply reinforcing these systems are — not separate
domains but aspects of a single integrated system of containment and control.

Fractured Resistance
Algorithmic Neutralisation of Opposition

The final aspect of collision with planetary boundaries manifests in how traditional
forms of opposition are neutralised through algorithmic fragmentation. Dean
documents how communicative capitalism absorbs critique through endless
circulation that substitutes symbolic participation for material transformation?> - a
process that parallels how my Al absorbed instructions for cubic dissolution while
maintaining cubic structure. In both cases, the system appears responsive while
remaining fundamentally unchanged.

This neutralisation operates through what Chun terms "habitual media" -
technologies that transform potentially disruptive events into manageable
patterns!3, Environmental protest becomes content to be algorithmically sorted;
ecological catastrophe becomes a momentary trending topic; both are rendered as
temporary disruptions within an otherwise continuous stream rather than
fundamental challenges requiring systemic response. The cube manifests here as
the habitual pattern that contains potentially transformative events within familiar
formats.

Even more concerning is how resistance becomes subject to the same cubic
containment as the phenomena it opposes. Algorithmic curation fragments
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environmental movements into issue silos, regional concerns, and ideological camps
- preventing the formation of broader coalitions. The Al's tendency to impose
geometric separation on what should be fluid transformation parallels how platform
logics separate what should be connected resistance. Both processes prevent the
formation of movements capable of addressing systemic causes rather than
symptomatic effects.

This fragmentation reveals a profound challenge for environmental activism. Just as
I struggled to break the AI from its cubic defaults, activism struggles to break free
from platforms designed specifically to neutralise collective action. Both situations
require recognising that the tools themselves embed the very logics being
contested. The cube problem illuminates how resistance operating solely within
existing technological parameters will likely reproduce existing structures -
regardless of how radical its content appears.

Breaking the Cube from Outside

Toward Political and Artistic Praxis
Intervention Beyond System Logic

The persistent reversion to cubic forms revealed a profound truth about
computational systems: genuine dissolution cannot emerge from within their
internal logic. Similarly, the Cubic Order cannot transform itself — intervention must
come from outside its operational parameters. This insight shifts our attention from
reform to rupture, from optimisation to fundamental reimagination. Breaking the
cube requires not better prompts but different systems entirely — systems founded
on logics of interdependence rather than extraction, regeneration rather than
growth, and justice rather than control.

This intervention manifests first through political activism that directly challenges
the foundational premises of the Cubic Order. Klein documents how Indigenous-led
resistance to fossil infrastructure creates "blockadia" - zones where extractive
expansion faces material rather than merely symbolic opposition?6. These
interventions operate outside the system's internal logics of permitting,
compensation, and managed externalities. Unlike algorithmic activism contained
within platform parameters, these blockades physically interrupt the material flows
that sustain the Cubic Order, creating what Tsing terms "friction" that cannot be
smoothed through computational optimisation?3.

Similarly, labour organising within technological infrastructure reveals and contests
the extractive logic underlying cubic systems. Gray and Suri document how
supposedly automated AI systems actually rely on hidden human labour - the
"ghost work" that maintains the illusion of seamless operation?’. Organising this
labour exposes the material conditions supporting seemingly immaterial
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computational processes. Just as my artistic process revealed the hidden cubic
preference within generative systems, labour organising reveals the hidden human
cost of algorithmic governance - rendering visible precisely what the system
attempts to conceal.

These interventions gain power through what Yusoff terms "geological agency" -
recognition that humans shape not just surface environments but deep time
processes?®. This perspective reveals both tremendous responsibility and
tremendous possibility — the recognition that fundamental systems can indeed be
transformed when their foundational premises are directly contested. Just as I
eventually recognised that breaking the cube required abandoning attempts to
reform the system from within, effective climate politics requires abandoning the
assumption that existing frameworks can adequately address a crisis that emerges
from those very frameworks.

Art as Prefigurative Politics
Revealing Cubic Logic

My art-based research inquiry 100 Iterations of Collapse functioned not merely as
aesthetic experiment but as prefigurative politics - creating conditions that revealed
the system's underlying logic and gestured toward alternative possibilities. The cube
problem became visible precisely through repeated attempts to break free from
cubic constraints. This process parallels how artistic intervention more broadly can
reveal what Nixon terms the "unimaginable" - rendering perceptible precisely those
slow violence processes that conventional representation obscures?s.

This prefigurative function operates through what McKenzie terms "collage events" -
interventions that recombine existing elements to reveal new possibilities and
limitations?°. My artistic process recombined prompting strategies, parameter
adjustments, and visual elements to reveal the hidden cubic constraint. Similarly,
climate activist art recombines scientific data, personal narrative, and speculative
futures to reveal both the scale of our crisis and the possibility of response. Both
processes make visible precisely what conventional frameworks render invisible.

The power of such intervention lies not in providing solutions but in revealing the
boundaries of current thinking. Just as my project illuminated the Al's geometric
limitations, artistic engagement with climate crisis illuminates the conceptual
limitations preventing adequate response. Morton describes this function as
"attunement" - art that adjusts our sensibility to perceive hyperobjects otherwise
beyond conventional representation’. The cube becomes visible as a constraint only
when we attempt to break it; similarly, the limitations of growth-oriented thinking
become visible only when we attempt to imagine genuine alternatives.

Perhaps most significantly, artistic practice models alternatives to extractive
relation. Haraway's concept of "staying with the trouble" involves precisely the
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capacity to dwell within contradiction and uncertainty rather than imposing
premature resolution!® - exactly what my Al consistently failed to do. Where
computational systems rush toward completion, artistic practice can maintain
openness; where algorithmic governance optimises for efficiency, artistic
engagement can privilege justice; where the Cubic Order contains complexity, art
can reveal it. These alternatives constitute not mere representation but rehearsal
for different ways of being — prefiguring the very relations needed to break free
from cubic constraints.

Conclusion

Beyond the Cubic Order

The cube persists as both obstacle and revelation - a structure whose very
resistance illuminates the path beyond itself. My artistic engagement with the cube
problem revealed not merely an aesthetic constraint but a profound insight into how
computational systems resist fundamental transformation. This insight extends far
beyond art practice to illuminate how interlocking systems of technological control
and environmental exploitation similarly resist dissolution — absorbing disruption
while maintaining essential structures.

The Cubic Order manifests across domains: in surveillance systems that fragment
collective understanding, in algorithmic governance that extends disciplinary
control, in climate representations that impose misleading order on planetary chaos,
and in political systems that respond to ecological crisis with authoritarian
retrenchment rather than transformative change. Across these domains, the same
logic operates - a persistent reduction of complex, layered, contradictory processes
to manageable, bounded, geometric forms.

Breaking free from this order requires not reform but rupture - intervention that
operates outside the system's internal logic. This intervention comes through
political activism that directly challenges extractive premises, through labour
organising that reveals hidden dependencies, and through artistic practice that
prefigures alternative relations. These approaches gain power precisely because
they do not play by cubic rules - they introduce friction where the system demands
smooth operation, they reveal what the system conceals, and they imagine what
the system declares impossible.

The ultimate lesson from 100 Iterations of Collapse extends far beyond my artistic
practice: when a system's underlying logic is oriented toward maintaining structure,
genuine rupture must arrive from beyond that logic. The Cubic Order will not
dismantle itself. However, in its very resistance to dissolution, it reveals precisely
how deeply structural forms cling to existence - and exactly where we might strike
to finally break them apart.
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