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Towards Projection as a Tool for Thick Description
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Abstract. From William James’s distinction between abstractions that thin
and those that thicken, this paper interrogates how architectural projection
can be mobilized without reproducing the colonial thinning of Congolese
vernacular architectures. It analyses colonial ethnographic descriptions and
photographic practices around Joseph Maes’s 1913-1914 expedition as
operations that destroyed attachments, produced epistemicide, and devalued
vernacular constructions. It then examines projection as a modern device,
arguing that it likewise tends to separate architecture from bodies, places and
lived experience. Against this background, the article proposes an ethical
framework for a thick use of projection, informed by decolonial critique and
science studies. Following Frangoise Verges’ proposal for a critical
cumulative palimpsest, it suggests that projective drawing can become a tool
for thick description when it is situated within plural, situated frameworks
that re-activate gestures, memories and relations, rather than merely
restituting forms.

1 Introduction

For Dr. Alexis Tshiunza Kabeya, contemporary architecture in the Democratic Republic of
Congo remains heavily influenced by external references. He identifies a pervasive “logic of
importation,” evident in designs “plucked straight from art history textbooks” that fail to
adapt to local climate or African ways of life [1]. Today’s buildings “defy the climate rather
than working with it”, perpetuating what he calls a “narrative of colonization — or even
architectural alienation” [1].

Tshiunza Kabeya also critiques architectural education, which he sees as focused on an
“international style” devoid of local context — a legacy of European influence [1]. “History
courses essentially teach the story of European architecture while overlooking the existence
of our own countries,” he notes. In a footnote, he adds: “Such a curriculum would first require
gathering the necessary materials.” In other words, we would need to compile available
resources to develop knowledge of African vernacular architecture [1].

Knowledge on Congolese vernacular architecture remains fragmentary, with sources
either missing or erased. It has also long been sidelined within the architectural canon.
Studying Congolese vernacular architecture and its erasure process thus emerge as a key step
towards diversifying that canon and decolonizing architectural knowledge. This article
examines the historical modes of depicting such architecture, engaging with projection to
develop a framework for deploying this abstraction device in future design practices.
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To explore the conditions for critically applying projection to Congolese vernacular
architectures, we turn to American pragmatist philosopher William James and his work on
abstraction’s effects. For James, abstraction always creates distance: it extracts an element
from lived experience to make it an object of thought, as does projection: a device that enables
a series of operations on space by separating it from lived worlds, through graphic
apparatuses that produce a measurable and transmissible world, following architect and
historian Robin Evans’s conception [2]. James contrasts abstractions that thin the world —
reducing realities and beings to a single, manageable layer — with those that thicken it,
“introducing new dimensions and underscoring the fragile, event-based nature of existence”
[3].

This analysis of abstraction provides a foundation for juxtaposing colonial descriptions
of vernacular architectures with tools from decolonial theory and science studies, alongside
Robin Evans’s conception of projective drawing.

Focusing on the tensions between canonical representational methods and Congolese
vernacular architectures, this article establishes a framework grounded in archival analysis
for using projection in this context and therefore other contexts of architectural cultural
heritage depicted in colonial situations. We begin by assessing the current status of Congolese
vernacular architectures preserved in the Belgian colonial library. Next, we examine the
effects of two abstraction devices applied to them: ethnographic description, already applied,
and projection, a potential tool. Finally, we consider the ethical conditions for representing
these colonial-library architectures through projective methods.

2 Erasure of Congolese vernacular architectures

Local vernacular architecture, often referred to as “rural,” has been observed by researcher
Myléne Koko Zola in the Kongo-Central province. She identifies distinctive building
knowledges based on combining local and exogenous materials [4]. The use of non-local
materials, however, entails high construction costs and restricts site accessibility.

Thus, while certain Congolese vernacular ways of inhabiting remain observable, others
have been erased from the territory and collective memory by Belgian colonization. Three
main factors account for this erasure: physical destruction, depopulation of customary spaces,
and colonial epistemicide.

The physical destruction of Congolese vernacular habitats is well documented in the
military campaigns of the Congo Free State (EIC, 1885 — 1908) and later the Belgian Congo
(1908 —1960). Edgar Canisius’s account provides stark testimony: “Colonial forces’
detachments set fire to every hut [...]. As we advanced, a line of smoke hovering above the
jungle for miles signaled to the natives that civilization was coming” [5]. These archival
records of destruction and violence remain at the heart of contemporary debates — between
lack of memorial recognition, reparation demands, and the public auctioning of colonial
archives [3].

Depopulation of customary spaces stemmed from the dismantling of the social structures
underpinning rural life, replaced by a Western patriarchal model that reconfigured labor,
family, and property. Compounding this was a necropolitical logic orchestrated by colonial
power: massacres, famines, and epidemics halved the Congolese population — at minimum
[5].

The third factor, colonial epistemicide, entailed the killing of knowledges [6].
Colonialism went beyond territorial occupation and bodily control; it required epistemicide
to dominate memories, reorganize thought patterns, and obliterate local epistemologies.
Decolonial critical traditions describe, among other mechanisms, the mobilization of
Cartesian rationality to produce inferior subjects excluded from legitimate knowledge
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production. The appeal to a universal ideal — a pillar of epistemicide — demands neutralizing
all alterity [6].

In architecture, beyond cultural devaluation, Congolese people were legally compelled to
alter their construction methods. In “numerous villages where mud huts [were] built by
administrative order [...] considered by us [Belgians] a hygienic and welfare improvement”
[7]. Resistance persisted, however: Congolese “performed the imposed work but refused to
use it, their primitive hut better suiting life’s necessities” [7].

3 The Ethnographic Abstraction ...

According to Frantz Fanon, beyond having to “break down the colonized people’s systems
of reference” and to dismantle their “social panorama”, the colonizer sets in motion a process
of “cultural mummification” [8]. In parallel with material, cultural and social destruction, the
Belgian colonial regime undertook a production of knowledge on Congolese vernacular ways
of life, driven by the colonial need, indeed the colonial anxiety, to classify and control — a
need from which architecture was not exempt.

In the case of the Congo Free State and later the Belgian Congo, among other practices
and institutions, colonial sciences fulfil this role through expeditions centered on the
collection of artefacts and information, in particular through photography. The resulting
representations were then sent to Belgium, where they were either exhibited and downgraded
to the status of exhibition documents, or archived. Thus, before 1964 and the manifesto
exhibition Architecture Without Architects curated by Austrian architect Bernard Rudofsky,
vernacular architectures were generally inventoried through ethnographic description.

Ethnographic description is not an objective transcription but a persuasive act of writing
by an ethnographer-author who produces a narrative through specific narrative and rhetorical
choices. The description produced by colonial ethnography is marked by omission; it flattens
complex, dense events into a primitive background, before the subject is deemed to be known
and the colonial encyclopedia accordingly closed [9].

Ethnographic description is also a repository for colonial and racist fantasies, and for
Western interpretative frameworks applied to observed practices. Congolese philosopher
Valentin-Yves Mudimbe proposes the concept of the “invention of Africa”. Africa, as a
conceptual space, is presented as a Western creation, resulting from the intellectual alliance
of scientific, political and religious discourses [10]. This invention is both carried by and
embodied in the “colonial library”, an ensemble of textual and graphic descriptions produced
in the West, representing Africa and Africans, which served as the basis to produce both
theoretical and practical knowledge enabling colonial and neo-colonial policies.

For Belgium, the principal institutional actor in these operations is the Museum of the
Congo, now the Royal Museum of Central Africa (RMCA — Africa Museum), which holds
the world’s largest collection of stolen African objects [11]. The museum inherits the Palace
of the Colonies, a project implemented by Leopold II to “fabricate the consent of the
population and the industrial bourgeoisie to his imperialist project [...] by symbolizing the
cultural inferiority of the inhabitants of Africa” [11]. The Museum of the Congo is thus a
machine for the fabrication of the Other, a site of production of a specifically Belgian
“counter-modernity” [11].

The last ethnographic expedition devoted to the collection of Congolese vernacular
architectures for the Museum of the Congo was conducted from May 1913 to May 1914 by
Joseph Maes, a geographer by training, who would later become director of the museum’s
ethnographic section. He was accompanied by Philippe Tits, photographer and amateur
taxidermist, as well as by Congolese porters, “boys”, hunters and cook. The aim of the
mission was to collect objects “not yet represented in the Museum, new pieces, and in any
case to gather only collections that would present real scientific ethnographic interest” [12].
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The mission thus “collected” 1293 objects from 120 different sites [13], in the districts of
Moyen-Congo, Lac Léopold II and Kasai (fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. MAES J. (1921) Carte ethnographique du Congo Belge. © RMCA Tervuren. The spatialization
of the mission in red, is added by the authors.

When it is not treated as the background to social practices, vernacular architecture is
apprehended by colonial sciences as an object, a thing to be “collected”, subject to colonial
“serial kleptomania” [14], a thing to be separated from its attachments, demystified and
classified. Photography constitutes the preferred method of capture for architecture when
they are the subject. For the Museum of Congo, this traditionally meant photographing the
house, since it was impossible to transport dwellings to Belgium because of their size, using
the mimetic role of the photography to replace the objects it does not possess in a “rhetoric
of substitution” [15]. Photographs in which architecture is the main subject number 51 out of
just over 1 770 images produced over the course of the mission, according to the captions.

The Maes mission thus produced photographs of Congolese dwellings in order to recount
and describe them. These photographs are objects imbued with power dynamics, because of
the context in which they were produced [15] where one can discern the agency of colonized
people — refusal, negotiation, resistance, and complicity — within coercive circumstances. For
example at the village of Kapanda on 14 June 1913, “the majority of photographs of women
were taken without their knowledge” [12]

Also, their future use continues to perpetuate the mechanisms of colonial oppression, in
this case in Belgium. These images would later serve colonial propaganda by fixing
“primitiveness” and providing material that could, through juxtaposition, highlight “the
advances of civilization” to future generations of Belgian schoolchildren [12].

4 ... and its Effects

As Isabelle Stengers and Didier Debaise remind us, operations of thinning and of colonization
participate in the same movement of depopulation: they “reduce attachments to nothing and
sever beings from their environments” [3]. Colonial ethnographic descriptions, which
combine omission and invention, thus produce a thinning abstraction.
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Maes’s texts are explicit: “Nothing binds the native to the land or to the village. Land that
has been cultivated for years, crops, plantations and even the hut itself; [ ...] that innate feeling
that binds us, as civilized people, to our native village; the native knows nothing of this” [16].
The fate of the descriptions produced by Maes and Tits can be traced through the
“popularization series of the Annals of the Museum of the Belgian Congo” [7], under the title
Notes sur les populations des bassins du Kasai, de la Lukénie et du Lac Léopold II. In this
publication, textual and photographic descriptions are brought together. The two narrative
acts — textual and photographic — rest on similar gestures and rhetorical procedures.

The appropriation of space is constructed through the staging of social practices, and
spatial attachments are omitted, much like the forest. In most of the photographs from the
Maes expedition (fig. 2, 3), the forest appears as the background of the image, the edge of
lived space, in a framing that cannot capture the full range of complex spatial relationships
maintained with the forest, which “includes many resources and human allies, ancestors, or
non-humans; a source of dignity, of survival, or of resistance, provided one knows it.” [3].

The abstraction operated by the Maes mission, semantic and photographic, produces
comparable thinning through the omission of the contexts and uses of the dwellings.

Fig. 2. MAES 1. (1913/1914) Hutte de Tumba. (Inongo). (AP.0.0.14106). © RMCA Tervuren.
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Fig. 3. MAES J. (1913/1914) Hutte de Bateke du village Maboma. (Inongo). (AP.0.0.14106). © RMCA
Tervuren.

The authors have struck through derogatory terms in the captions. The identification of
the derogatory nature of the term “Autte” (“hut”) is based on the work of architectural
historian Itohan Osayimwese [17], and the decision to strike through the term to indicate its
irrelevance is informed by the work of Sandrine Colard, Ph.D. in art history [18].

Maes interprets modes and sites of living. He identifies them through the prism of his
European understanding of dwelling, inventing spatial arrangements and ways in which
people occupy them, in a given situation — an ethnographer’s visit with team and equipment
to villages that have various histories concerning the encounter with Belgian scientists — over
a limited period — sometimes only a few hours per village — at a specific time of day and
season [12]. On the basis of these necessarily partial observations, he projects categories of
spatial use: “Inside, the hut consists of two spaces separated by a central partition. The first
acts as kitchen, dining room, etc., the second as bedroom” [16]. He is deeply embedded in
his own perceptual frameworks and therefore sometimes can only describe by negation with
respect to his own references: “without windows”, “without order or alignment” [16].

Maes systematically relies on the vocabulary of Euclidean geometry to characterize
textually the architectures he has captured photographically and to establish a series of
typo-morphologies: he begins many descriptions with expressions such as “rectangular
base”, for example [16]. Yet, as Barbero reminds us, “concepts and perceptions of space are
[...] cultural products and, as such, they vary profoundly [...] according to the culture of
reference. Our conception of space, the one that prevails in Western European cultures, is
substantially geometrical and Cartesian, and the perception that derives from it is essentially
perspective-based, from a single point of view” [19]. Maes therefore reads practices, as well
as dimensions and forms, through his interpretative grid. Metric description is performed on
a house-by-house basis, without grasping the entanglement of the whole or the systems of
circulation and entry that are nonetheless organized through the positioning of dwellings and
of various fences, palisaded walls, vegetative screens, and so forth.

Maes is explicit about the thinning scope of his project. The diversity of types that he
observes, describes and invents, despite all his efforts, hinders his classificatory aims: “If we
were to classify the inhabitants of the region we traversed according to the shape of their
huts, we would reach the rather singular conclusion that there are more groups than tribes”,
which forces him to “restrict [himself] to the general characteristics” [16].
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The descriptions of the Maes mission are thus abstractions that thin the worlds they
describe. This thinning stems from a desire of colonial domination, grounded in a racist and
primitivist reading of dwellings and generates a narrative of cultural hierarchization whose
consequences are still legible today in construction practices in the Democratic Republic of
Congo and in discourses in Belgium that are inherited from colonization.

5 Projection Then?

Faced with the issue — whose origins have now been identified — of the devaluation of
Congolese vernacular architectures, and starting from descriptions provided by the colonial
library, representation appears to be a pertinent response.

Architectural drawing makes it possible to inscribe these architectures within so-called
universal norms, within architecture-school curricula, and within architectural exhibitions,
that is, within a device that “creates architectural reference, [...] that constitutes recognition
of architecture” [20]. The question then becomes “how to draw?”, given that architectural
drawing relies on projection — on abstract lines that traverse a plane on which their traces
become the representation of the object described [21].

Following Bruno Latour, devices, understood as sites for condensing values, intentions
and power relations, contain a program of action, a particular and situated idea of the world,
and carry their “baggage of prescriptions, prohibitions and habits” [22]. Projection is such an
abstracting device: it cuts the attachments of a building within a projected space, enabling
the architect to think about the built object, but entailing a loss of relation to site, to the body
and to the sensory experience of the built environment. Following James, this modern
separation is paradigmatic of forms of abstraction that have the effect of thinning the worlds
of the objects they represent [3].

This attention paid to projection is also due to the uses to which it has been put in colonial
contexts. A rich body of literature explicates the relationship between cartographic
production and colonial violence, considering the map as a tool for capturing and dominating
territory, and as an instrument of highly thinning reduction. Joseph Maes, trained as a
geographer, is himself a user of projective systems for his Carte du Congo Belge, in which
he describes and produces a racialized geography through the spatialization of identities (fig.
1). Yet contemporary examples show counter-uses of cartography [23]. It therefore appears
possible to envisage counter-uses of projection.

The thinning effect of projection must thus be taken into account when this procedure is
applied to objects already thinned by coloniality, for the reasons and with the effects that we
have described.

6 Towards a Framework for Thick Projection

Given the effects of the abstractions already applied to Congolese vernacular architectures as
described above, in what framework might the use of projection become the locus of an
abstraction that thickens the world?

To take a position on this question, we may draw on Edouard Glissant’s notion of opacity,
understood not as an obstacle to knowledge and its circulation but rather as a poetic ethics of
relation [24]. In this perspective, transparency is construed as a condition for Western,
universalizing mastery, which destroys alterities and the attachments that constitute them,
and thereby thins worlds. Opacity, by contrast, is the recognition of the irreducibility of
complexity.

Following James’s thought again, it is important to know how to assert that “we do not
understand”, so that non-understanding may become the signal of the need for learning [3].



SHS Web of Conferences 233, 02008 (2026) https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/202623302008
EAEA17 2026

For James, we must keep the not-yet-understood object in mind, so that it “soon calls up its
own congeners and associates and finally transforms the entire disposition of consciousness”
[3]. The task, then, is to set up devices that foster consent to pluralism, devices that preserve
complexity.

The author Francoise Verges offers a framework for thinking this preservation. For her,
the colonial library is but one layer in a cumulative palimpsest of knowledge, one that bears
within it the traces of the histories that preceded it, despite the colonial attempt to erase them
[25]: “The nature of the palimpsest is twofold: it preserves the clarity of the individual texts
while revealing how they influence one another.”

Thus, it is necessary to consider a framework for using the projective drawing method as
one of the layers of the palimpsest, paying attention to its inseparability from the preceding
layers, as well as to its capacity to serve as a foundation for subsequent layers within an
“architecture of knowledge that leaves room for the unexpected” [25].

Furthermore, the structure of knowledge — and, by extension, that of the mechanisms
through which it is articulated — must enable us both to confront new forms of colonization
and to invent new perspectives [25]. In this case, the aim is to employ projective drawing to
activate descriptions of the Maes mission through contemporary issues that exemplify the
continuum of colonial violence. For instance, the issue of architectural alienation in the DRC
was mentioned in the introduction to this article.

In this framework, Congolese vernacular architectures may become the object of an
abstraction whose effect is one of thickening. This implies a use of projection which is neither
a mere representation nor a formal restitution, but a contemporary re-relation of these
vernacular architectures, that invites us to pay attention to possibilities and tends to avoid the
mummifying preservation of a heritage [8, 19].

7 Conclusion

The analysis developed from the categories of abstraction proposed by William James in this
article has identified two successive processes of reduction. The first, which has already taken
place, is ethnographic abstraction, produced by the colonial descriptions of the Maes mission,
which severed vernacular architectures from their ties. The second, potential, is the
abstraction produced by the application of projective drawing techniques, which risks
transposing certain elements into the projected space, separating them from others.

What this article delivers is a framework that includes the identification of the risks, the
articulation of the conditions, and the ethical orientation that should be embedded in
projective practices based on colonial descriptions of vernacular architecture.

This framework is currently being tested through a pedagogical exercise at the Faculté
d’Architecture ULB La Cambre Horta. Students produce projective re-descriptions of a
contextualized selection of Maes photographs, each working from a different assigned
bibliographic reference on vernacular architecture from the school library — enacting the
plural, situated stance the framework requires. Based on this analysis through projective
drawing, each student produces a critical note assessing the representational devices
mobilized by their reference. These notes are then discussed collectively, producing a shared
cartography of the blind spots and biases embedded in the available literature on vernacular
architecture — including its predominantly Western character. The exercise thematizes the act
of production itself, enacting the reflexive stance this article argues is a condition for thick
projection.
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