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CONCEPT-COGNITIVE MAPPING
THIRD CINEMA AS CARTOGRAPHY OF GLOBAL CAPITALISM

Jakob Nilsson, Södertörn University

Abstract

This article returns to the experimental theory and practice of Third Cinema as developed in 

the late 1960s in parts of Latin America. It focuses on two of its aspects that have not been 

systematically researched: Third Cinema as conceptualizations and maps of global capital-

mapping” and introduce the theory concept-cognitive mapping. This latter theory aims to 

contribute new thoughts and perspectives to ongoing debates on aesthetic forms capable of a 

critical grasp of the mechanisms of advanced capitalism.

Introduction

Third Cinema theory developed in the late 1960s in parts of Latin America. This theory was 

means, the complex transnational and intra-national soft structures that sustain a given neocolonial 

of defeat for grand revolutionary, emancipatory projects. The project of Third Cinema had been 

conceived as a contribution to the goals of “national liberation,” Third World emancipation, and 

socialist revolution at all levels of society. However, Third Cinema theory cannot only be reduced 

to those larger goals. What I consider to be the core ideas of Third Cinema – cinematic “research” 

and “conceptualization” of the deeper causes of neocolonial oppression – have lost none of their 

relevance in today’s globalized world. 

1982, calls for the revival of its revolutionary spirit.1 Two recent edited volumes have instead aimed 
2 Most of their contributions do so by either contrasting – 

3 The present article focuses instead on two aspects that have not been 

systematically researched: Third Cinema as conceptualizations and maps of global capitalism. In 
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deals with the problem of artistic forms capable of grasping the increasingly “unrepresentable” 

nature of contemporary capitalism – and introduce in its place what I call concept-cognitive 

mapping. This concept contributes new thoughts and perspectives to ongoing debates on aesthetic 

forms capable of a critical grasp of the mechanisms of advanced capitalism.

Third Cinema 

 (“Towards a Third 

Cinema”) published in 1969 in the cinema journal Tricontinental.4

The Hour of the Furnaces (La hora de 

los hornos

analyses of the neocolonial condition were central, and so was a selection of Marxist aesthetic 
5 The cinematic inspirations 

Although, as Paul Willemen pointed out, many of these inspirations, especially the latter three, 
6 It is 

reality,” in which the “world is scrutinised, unravelled, rediscovered.”7 

interviews during the decade that followed.8 In an effort to straighten out some misconceptions, 

Solanas, in a text published in 1978, explained that it is “the way the world is conceptualized and not 

9 While still 

often misconstrued as dogmatic, Third Cinema never offered universal aesthetic prescriptions: 

of historical and social context. Functioning forms must be developed through “methodical 

reality.10 As the result of cinematic research and conceptualization of neocolonial Argentina in the 

late 1960s, The Hour of the Furnaces

reality which recaptures truth in any of its expressions.”11 

Third Cinema, as Paul Willemen writes, must “address the existing situation in all its often 

contradictory and confusing intricacy with the maximum lucidity.”12 Central here is to examine 

theories on art capable of analyzing the deep socio-historical causes that determine a situation was 
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to be central in the European militant cinemas of the 1960s and 1970s). Relevant are his ideas of 

he argued, accurately depicts historical details, but only the details of historical surface effects, not 

their deeper causes. Instead of revealing social reality as an open process susceptible to change, 

Third Cinema was conceived in opposition to First Cinema – i.e. cinema based on the Hollywood 

succeed “in bearing witness to the decay of bourgeois values and testifying to social injustice” 

and “dealt only with effects, never with cause.”13 Second Cinema at its most political therefore 

nonconformism, plain rebelliousness, and discontent are just so many more products on the 

assimilate and which are foreign to its needs.”14 

Maps, nations, globalization 

First, Second, and Third Cinema are (non-dogmatic) theoretical categories, not the cinemas of 

the First, Second and Third world. Third Cinema can be produced anywhere – within or across 

be far removed from its geographical points of origin, but not from its basic principles. There 

those explicitly concerned with mapping global capitalism, from Luc Moullet’s Origins of a 

Meal (Genèse d’un repas The Forgotten Space (2010). 

In an article from 2012 Audrey Evrard describes Moullet’s Origins of a Meal as having invented 

approaches that in many regards actually originated much earlier with Third Cinema. She argues 

from “the militant agenda that motivated France’s political documentary cinema throughout the 
15 Moullet’s 

16 Evrard describes 

Moullet’s persistent reliance on colonialism as an ideological grid relevant to the understanding 

of globalization.”17
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18 without references 

to Third Cinema. Evrard, however, very pertinently references Jameson’s notion of cognitive 

mapping in her description of Origins of a Meal as “an attempt to demystify the unfathomable 

dimension of global capitalism” at the outset of neoliberal globalization in the late 1970s. There 

is a tendency in her discussion of this aspect to hold up as most important the scenes in which 

responsibility.”19 In a lot of scholarly writing in which there is a reference to cognitive mapping, 

about the unfathomability of the world system. But the concept – despite Jameson’s own somewhat 

notion of cognitive mapping. 

but we are unable to grasp the world system within the realm of subjective psychological 

experience – conscious representation is replaced by a vague geopolitical unconscious. This 

creates a sense of social disorientation, which cripples progressive political agency and utopian 

imagination. Jameson writes about a “need for maps” – social and spatial – that could organize 

the “totality” into a coherent experience.20 Traditional forms of Marxist art, while developed in 

terrain. Jameson also sees a more general “crisis of representation” – no existing forms of 

forms for expressing the very absence of that which cannot be represented? Jameson argues that 

for realism, since “the truth of [an] experience no longer coincided with the place in which it 

with “forms that inscribe a new sense of the absent global colonial system on the very syntax 

of poetic language itself.”21 But cognitive mapping – which relates to the era of globalization 

a speculative idea: he cannot himself imagine the aesthetic forms of such a map – although he 

prescribes the continued relevance of allegory, given that the whole system could not possibly 

be mapped in all its literal extensiveness.22 

A Third Cinema theory relevant for the intricate globalized world cannot avoid grappling 

with the basic problem of cognitive mapping. However, Jameson’s own somewhat traditional 

titled “Concept-cognitive mapping,” I will supplant much in his understanding as I introduce a 

conceptualization in Third Cinema. Concept-cognitive mapping, as we will see, conceptualizes 

thereby less about instrumentally representing the (unrepresentable) world system for a viewing 

should not aspire to some (hardly imaginable) depiction – allegorical or otherwise – of the totality. 
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intricate globalized causes. This is demanding but not unimaginable. 

Third Cinema tends to focus on the junctures between the nation, the nation state and global 

capitalist forces. While neoliberal globalization has famously made nations states relatively 

powerless, the analysis of the relation between the infrastructure of the state and global capitalist 

forces has lost none of its pertinence. Even the old Third Cinema focus on national culture remains 

relevant – although the national resistance movements of the times have faded. According to the 

stereotype, early Third Cinema had an essentialist appreciation of national culture. Ella Shohat and 

Robert Stam argue that they “assumed the fundamental coherence of national identity.”23 Informed 

terms as “a dense, subterranean life in perpetual renewal,” and national culture as “the outcome 

of tensions internal and external to society as a whole and its multiple layers.”24 Decolonialization 

and liberation means removing what obstructs culture from functioning as a living process. Fanon 

hereby opposes not only the colonial system itself and the empty nationalisms propagated by the 

“colonized intellectuals.” They all tend to glorify a static fantasy image of the past – focused on 

exotic rituals, traditions, costumes, etc. – that freezes the present.25 The intellectual in favor of 

the liberation of culture must instead breath real life into the past so as to open up the present – a 

“present no longer turned inwards but channeled in every direction.”26 While these directions 

clearly extend to the international plane in Fanon’s speculations around a new humanism and a 

“new man,”27

The neocolonial economic structure – which is basically still intact – does not invest in or develop 

the neocolonized country as a whole. It enriches only a small corrupt “national bourgeoisie” in 

service of exploiting European companies. One way of upholding this system was (is) to divide 

and conquer among ethnic groups in order to curb any real, productive and democratic national 

unity from occurring that could threaten the – international – economic setup. The neocolonial 

infrastructure has not in essence been altered by neoliberal globalization for most of the countries 

Third Cinema’s Fanon-inspired concern with the nation is a perspective that is simultaneously 

to maintain.”28

cinema.”29

nation states have become increasingly powerless. This does not however change the fact that 

testimony about national reality is still needed, given the remaining neocolonial infrastructures. 

Powerlessness, furthermore, is not necessarily the same as irrelevance. 

global capitalism also in the era of neoliberal globalization. As David Harvey argues, while their 

“plays a crucial role” as repressive “territorial systems of political administration.”30 This entails 
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The Hour of the Furnaces to Memories of 

a Plunder (Memoria del Saqueo, 2004), Third Cinema has an established tradition of dealing with 

transnational capitalist forces that through the help of a small local administration – i.e. the corrupt 

and conceptualize such relations.

The Hour of the Furnaces was 

Sur 

(1987) with a somewhat more vague political content. Kathleen Newman argues in a 1993 article 

that Sur revealed “the extent to which globalization ha[d] already erased the nation as a viable 

political ensemble.”31 Memories of a Plunder

in his oeuvre, Solanas not only returns to a more militant documentary-based cinema, but also 

to the analysis of the mechanisms of neocolonial global capitalism through the prism of a – now 

neoliberalized – nation.32 

Memories of a Plunder openly aligns itself with The 

Hour of the Furnaces

many continuities between the 1968 and 2004 regarding neocolonial structures of exploitation 

ideological warfare, etc. Memories superimposes itself over Hour to form a more historically 

layered map of neocolonialism. A Third Cinema grasp of global capitalism must entail a grasp 

static or narrow renditions of the past that freezes the present. 

Katerina Kitidi and Aris Hatzistefanou’s Debtocracy

with Memories of a Plunder – most directly by reusing some of its footage. Argentina is held out 

“into yet another experimental laboratory for Neoliberalism.” In both cases, huge, and actually 

are moving in the opposite direction. 

There is the centrality of colonialism in the genealogy of globalization. There is also the need to 

map the material “Real” of informational capitalism – i.e. the outsourcing of material production 

global economy, with a relative decline of the US and the rise of China and other countries in the 

developing world.”33 And indeed, many previous peripheries are now more clearly turning into 

new economic centers. 
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Concept-cognitive mapping 

Nevertheless the problem remains: How can political art critically grasp the deeper mechanisms 

of advanced global capitalism? This is a problem in need of new ideas and perspectives in order 

restoration of a representational function in art vis-à-vis global capitalism. What I call concept-

34 

our society today.”35

requires mapping. They mirror contemporary capitalisms most given forms and affects without 

providing any new critical orientation. 

“model the real independent of its relations to individual subjects.”36 Concept-cognitive mapping 

refuses the premise that concepts are necessarily abstract in this “mathematical” sense, and partly 

the essence or the thing.”37

concepts and science/social science. Philosophy creates concepts while science/social science 

produces “functives” [fonctives]. Functives establish functions on the actual plane of reality, while 

concepts are created from penetrations into reality’s deeper, more “problematic” registers. Jameson 

This Jamesonian opposition does not have the same relevance for concept-cognitive mapping 

given its different understanding of the very notion of concepts. However, there are elements of 

spanning analytic rationality, affects, events, functions, potentials, and problematic multiplicities.

38 But this is a primacy of cognition and 

reason that must remain intertwined with the affective. In opposition to the culture industry’s 

masterful ability to orchestrate emotionality at the cost of lucidity and understanding, Third 

Cinema, as Paul Willeman wrote, had to reverse “the hierarchy between the cognitive and the 

emotive, while of course maintaining the need to involve both.”39 
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disorientation in the individual viewer, which would set free her utopian imagination and lead 

concepts which we already possess.”40

41 Of course, the concepts of 

The Hour of the Furnaces, is a  voice-

caveats in place that we can agree with Shohat and Stam’s description of the “persuasive power” 

of The Hour of the Furnaces as deriving “from its ability to visualize ideas, to give abstract 

concepts clear accessible form.”42

concepts as “connected to problems without which they would have no meaning” – and since the 

problems that give meaning to concepts are multiple and variable, one must create new “concepts 

for problems that necessarily change.”43 “Problems” also contain potentials that must be grasped 

transformation within social reality, but they must also themselves be acts that contribute to its 

44

also describe as “discovery through transformation.”45 

Concept-cognitive mapping must be able to grasp not only the literal determining causes, but 

layers of reality itself.”46 Concept-cognitive mapping is irreducible to a “realism of abstractions.” 

47 – that are 

simultaneously uncompromisingly critical, analytical and pedagogic on the level of causes (and 

not just effects). How to put together forms capable of both a realism of problematic multiplicities 

and a critical pedagogy of causes on a global scale? This is certainly quite a challenge. So while 

concept-cognitive mapping alters the parameters of cognitive mapping, it must perhaps remain 

partly speculative. The theory and practice of Third Cinema, however, as I have tried to show, is 

one of the most cogent resources. Not only for its rich tradition of aesthetic-political approaches, 

but also because of its long concern with the economic-political relations between the North and 
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