


Madness is the Ultimate Wisdom 
Be MAD

Be BRAVE

Have a DREAM

A Bigger Than Life Dream

Go out and about to fulfill it

And rest assured there are, out there, enough crazy-wise people, like yourself, 

to help you make that dream a reality

A bigger than life reality

A wonderful reality

Ten years have passed since Riwaq had the audacity to dream, a big dream, a mad dream, that has, over the course of time, become a reality 
that now has a name: The 50 Village Rehabilitation Project. 

Suad Amiry
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The revitalization of Birzeit’s historic center is a dynamic project in which Riwaq succeeds in mobilizing 
stakeholders and local craftsmen into a process of healing that is not merely physical but that is 
social, economic, and political. By reversing a process of neglect and erasure within a complex and 
difficult political context, the project manages to transform not only a neglected historic core but 
also people’s lives, and restores not only buildings but also the dignity of their users. The project 
offers an alternative to “museified” historic cores, and it pioneers the regeneration of Birzeit’s 
historic center into cultural infrastructure. It facilitates the reclamation of heritage by the people 
involved, while also allowing them to achieve their self-expressed aspirations. The project is an 
exemplary dedication to rural heritage that can serve as a model for the 50 villages in which Riwaq 
is involved, particularly the strategic interventions designed to stimulate long-term development.

—The Jury Statement of the 2013 Aga Khan Award for Architecture

Leisure time, Deir Ghassana, central west bank
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It is a fact that Palestine is under occupation, it is a fact that our cities and 
villages are an archipelago of geography, and it is a fact that our national 
resources are minimal, but are these the justifications for the program and 
projects this book is presenting? I would like to think that although all of 
these are factors pushing us to come up with solutions to the state we live in, 
that at the core of it, this program exists because simply, it is the right thing 
to do. 

Safeguarding and investing in cultural heritage is an act that should be done 
regardless of the political, economic, or social context in which we live. Our 
built heritage is a treasure that has been handed down to us, and it is our 
responsibility to care of it and hand it over to the next generation. But what 
is happening here is actually deeper. Riwaq has consciously focused on and 
championed for vernacular architecture; architecture that has shaped the 
landscape of Palestine for centuries and has been molded by the hands of 
the average person to respond to his/her needs. It is an act of social justice; 
it is an act of brushing the dust from a jewel that has been long neglected. 

It is not just an act of reclaiming space in the physical sense; it is reclaiming 
the values that this space occupied and working with its users to attach new 
values to it. The act of regeneration in itself carries a deep human value, but it 
is the act of generation in historic village cores that adds another dimension. 
Palestine has long been celebrated for its monuments, religious shrines, 
antiquities, and  its ostensible biblical landscape,  however the people 
who built these monuments— their intuitive genius, and their continuous 
existence and relationships with the natural landscape of the land— have 
been absent from the mainstream imagery of Palestine. Regenerating the 
core of Palestinian villages brings this genius to the forefront, and celebrates 
the intricate techniques and spatial arrangements that carry an unbroken line 
of human knowledge and values. 

Why should we?

Fida Touma

Riwaq never claimed ownership of a magical wand that would breathe life 
into abandoned spaces, nor was it shy from opening up its experimental 
approach for others to tap into and critique; this book is proof of that. This 
publication is a simple but brilliant endeavor to put an experience that has 
accumulated over more than seven years of work on the table. The experience 
is open for critique and further development. It is a call for celebrating the 
aptitude of the vernacular, and for adopting approaches that are far from the 
grand and cliché, but rather, are authentically responsive to the context of 
Palestine.   

Fida Touma is currently the Director of OCJRP/Welfare. She became Co-
Director of Riwaq in 2011. She joined Riwaq in 2000 after completing a B.Sc. 
in Architectural Engineering from Birzeit University.  Fida received a Fulbright 
Scholarship in 2005 to study at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst 
where she attained a master’s degree in Public Policy and Administration. Her 
work at Riwaq began with restoration projects and evolved into managing 
and building Riwaq’s strategies, partnerships, and networks.

Ruins of Saqifa house (rural stone house with stalked wood roofing), 
common in plane, Jordan valley and costal areas of Palestine
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Farrokh Derakhshani

Creating a better future for oneself and for others is a noble dream that 
can only be realized if there is a vision that has the power to convince the 
immediate and larger world to participate in its implementation. How do 
you convince people that surmounting difficulties and complex conditions 
is not an impossible task? In the face of limited resources, political will, and 
exceptional social circumstances, how can an idea survive and the dream 
become a reality? 

Every generation inherits a built environment and then goes about altering 
it—usually for the better. In some cases, however, these alterations are for 
the worse. Usually in these circumstances, there is a lack of understanding 
of the realities of the place, both physical and social. But where there is a 
collective social responsibility, intelligent approaches to problems can lead 
to positive change and an improvement in quality of life.

Public spaces in urban and rural environments have gone through dramatic 
changes in the past century as social behavior and lifestyles have changed. The 
processes of change are accelerating, and in most cases, cities and villages 
have not adapted intelligent ways to the realities of the time, which has led 
to a decline and a degradation of living conditions. These circumstances 
often lead to a crisis of identity, economic hardship, and cultural ruptures, 
which often create false nostalgia or dreams of utopias. 

Experts in the field—architects, planners, engineers, conservationists, 
environmentalists, and professionals from other related disciplines—have 
the responsibility to reshape our environments. But the only way for them 
to be effective is to create a healthy dialogue with end-users, i.e. society at 
large. 

I remain optimistic despite the many failures in the world. Through my time at 
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, I have seen that there are exceptional 
projects that offer solutions that have gone further than expected, and have 
provided examples to inspire others. I have realized that despite many 

obstacles, these projects are role models of excellence, not only in their 
neighboring environment, but also in the furthest corners of the planet. 
What resonates is a clear understanding of the processes, issues, appropriate 
approaches to implementation, and that sometimes the lessons learned are 
more important than the end result. 

Through experimentation, exchange of ideas, and learning from their own 
mistakes as well as those of others, Riwaq has showcased a number of tangible 
results that can be seen as models, and which deserve further exploration. 
First and foremost, Riwaq’s projects have returned dignity and improved 
the quality of life for project beneficiaries. Riwaq’s success is predicated on 
assuming shared responsibilities and operating in collaborative teams. They 
have understood that interventions in the built environment— whether a 
simple shed or a large-scale urban project— is the result of a collaboration 
involving many disciplines and people. 

This publication offers an in-depth look into Riwaq’s work, including the 
way they have been able to disseminate their findings to specialists and the 
general public throughout the world. Considering the circumstances under 
which Riwaq achieved its vision, I think it deserves special attention for such 
work anywhere in the world. Let’s hope that the dream of those who started 
Riwaq becomes the vision of many others. 

Each village in Palestine has one or more shrine or mausoleum -typically one or two-
room domed structures with a tomb devoted to local saints or holy men
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