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From the time of Mordecai Noah through the era of Louis D. Brandeis
and continuing to the present day, American Jews have been involved
in the resettlement of Palestine/Israel. Imbued with the values of their
native country, especially its belief in democracy and pluralism, and
accustomed to voluntarism and nonpolitical group activism as means
of attaining public goals, they had an Americanized vision, as it were,
of what Israel should be. Because most olim from the United States
retained and tried to implement their American values when they settled in their new country, one may well apply to them what Marie
Syrkin said of Golda Meir, "the reality of the American dream emboldened [their] Zionist dream."'
The program and accomplishments of the Association of Americans
and Canadians in Israel (AACI)provide a good means for studying the
attempt to realize American ideals in the Israeli environment. Founded
in 1950 and as of 1988 representing 60,000 Americans and Canadians
living in Israel, AACI is the country's largest organization of North
Americans. Its membership of 16,000 supports a national office, five
regional offices, a paid staff of approximately forty, and about 2,000

volunteer^.^
From the outset the members of AACI have felt that they have something important to give Israel, for although their first goal was to help
themselves as new immigrants, their second was to promote the betterment of the whole country. Translating this into voluntary action,
as they had learned to do in the United States and Canada, AACI
members worked for a variety of causes, in the process teaching Israelis, by example, how a nonpolitical organization with no religious or
secular ties could sucessfully f ~ n c t i o n . ~

American Jewish Archives
The Beginning of AACI
AACI came into being in 1950 at a meeting announced by the following 2 inch by 1112 inch announcement in the Jerusalem Post:
Notice-The meeting of American olim to discuss problems of absorption and
the possibility of setting up an American office will take place Sunday November 12,1950 at 4 pm at 40 Yehuda Halevy, Tel A ~ i v . ~

To the amazement of the organizers, "there was an overwhelming
outpouring of p e ~ p l e . "With
~
120 men and women in attendance a
decision was made to organize.
The founders of AACI were familiar with the landsmanshaftn in the
Jewish communities of the United States and may initially have had
something similar in mind.6 Like the landsmanshaftn, AACI was an
association of immigrants from the same place (in this instance the
better part of a continent rather than a single town or region), and, to
paraphrase what Michael R. Weisser has said of landsman associations in America, it provided the "initial point of contact" with the
new country and the "initial point of departure" from the old.' Typically the landsmanshaftn furnished members with sick and burial benefits, loans, and a familiar social setting8They "help[ed new immigrants] ease the process of adjusting to their new culture in the context
of familiar customs and tradition^,"^ enabling them to function in a
new society without having to give up a framework in which they were
c~mfortable.'~
ACCI served its members in many of the same ways, but because it
had both a public and a private agenda, it was not simply a memberserving landsmanshaft. Indeed, from the beginning, it worked to bring
about changes in Israeli policies. Its members, raised in the tradition
that "you can fight city hall," have always worked for a reformation
of absorption procedures that would make the immigration process
more efficient. As Murray Greenfield, AACIYsthird director, explained many years later; the individual had little power in Israel, and
to bring about changes in the regulations regarding olim it was necessary to form a pressure group.'' In addition, AACI sought changes in
the laws specifying what goods immigrants could bring into the country, fought for stronger consumer laws, and helped newcomers to obtain affordable housing.lL
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AA Cl's Predecessors
While there were organizations of American immigrants before AACI,
most did not survive statehood. The only one that did, Kollel America
Tiferet Yerushalayim ("The American Community 'Pride of Jerusalem' ") is still in existence today. It was founded by Orthodox Jews in
Jerusalem in I 896.') For many years, Kollel America regarded itself as
the official representative of the American Jewish community in Palestine.14
The first secular American organization that can be substantially
documented, the American Jewish Citizens Association, was founded
in 1938." It began as a nonpolitical body, hosting speakers and providing "an open forum from which, in true democratic spirit,
divergent views on a multitude of problems might be heard and where
regardless of class and creed opponents might meet opponents not as
foes to widen the gulf that divides them, but as friends to bridge their
differences.''16
The Citizens Association was clearly a precursor of AACI, as is
shown by the following statement of its goals:
To promote the physical and cultural welfare of its members; to serve as a link
with the United States of America; to afford its members an opportunity to
participate fully in the life of the Jewish Community; and to be of aid and
guidance to visitors and new arrivals from the United States."

As would later be true of AACI, the Citizens Association had both selfhelp and social aspects, and like AACI, it was not tied to a political or
religious party. On the other hand, unlike AACI it saw itself as a link
to the United States government.l8
This ultimately caused its downfall, according to Gertrude Hattis, a
resident of Haifa and at one time the secretary of the Citizens Association. Hattis and others left the organization when its president tried to
use its American ties to have its members evacuated during World War
II.19 In 1940 the Citizens Association, with the help of Judah Magnes,
Israel Kligler, and Deborah Kallen, arranged to have beds available in
Jerusalem for American evacuees from Haifa and Tel Aviv, if the need
arose.1° Unfortunately, dismay at the group's lack of commitment to
the nascent Jewish state led Hattis to destroy all of its records.
The Citizens Association scored a major coup in 1942, when it suc-
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cessfully lobbied the United States Congress "to pass an amendment
extending until after . . . World War 11, the date when naturalized
American citizens had to set foot on American soil to maintain their
~itizenship."~~
Because of its efforts, nationalized Americans who
were unable to leave Palestine because of the war were no longer in
danger of losing their citizenship.
Sometime after this the Citizens Association seems to hive disappeared, and many of its members probably returned to the United
States. From the newspaper ads it is difficult to ascertain the size and
structure of the Citizens Association, but in all likelihood there was a
national umbrella organization and several local chapters.
In 1950, about the same time that AACI was being planned, a new
organization to help immigrants adjust to Israeli life was founded in
Haifa by Dr. William E. Lee, a dentist, and his wife, Fanny.22Frustrated by bureaucratic red tape upon their arrival in Israel in 1949, the
Lees decided to start an organization. Ten other American and Canadian olim joined them after reading their advertisement in the Palestine Post." The little group had two main goals: to lobby the government for changes in the regulations and procedures affecting American immigrants, and to greet new arrivals with offers of friendship and
advice. The group also organized Hebrew classes for the newcomers.
In 19 52, when the Lees learned about AACI, they merged with it, and
their organization became part of AACIYsHaifa branch.24
Advantages and Disadvantages of Being Nonpolitical
The Yishuv, the autonomous Jewish community of mandatory Palestine, had been run by a patchwork quilt of voluntary organizations.
When statehood was declared in 1948, the government took over
many of the activities they had handled.25It soon became clear, however, that the government, preoccupied with matters of defense and economics, could not adequately deal with the needs of immigrants, and
as a result the voluntary organizations returned.26By 1984, twentynine immigrant associations, many of them founded in the I ~ S O S , ~ '
were registered with the Ministry of the Interior as nonprofit organization~.~~
The founding members set up AACI to help American and Canadian immigrants through the process of economic and social klitah (absorption) into Israeli society. This was, indeed, a significant problem,
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for many newcomers from North America felt isolated in Israel and
had no idea how to deal with the massive bureaucracy that now controlled many areas of their lives.29Those who settled in the cities had
difficulty with employment, housing, and red tape. Until AACI came
on the scene, they had almost no one to turn to for guidance. Frustrated, some of them returned to North America. Observing this, Moshe
Goldberg, who became AACI's first director, concluded that there was
a great need for a self-help o r g a n i ~ a t i o n . ~ ~
Many of the founders belonged to Habonim, a Labor Zionist organization, but as one of them later explained, "it did not matter if we
were Revisionist or Hashomer Hatzair or Habonim, we were united
much more by our common, immediate problems than we were separated by our ideological past."31 This was important, for it allowed
AACI to view itself as representing all Americans and Canadians in
Israel.
The idea that it was a unified body rather than a loose confederation
of disparate elements helped make AACI an effective pressure group
and reflected the structure of self-help organizations back in the United States, where people characteristically joined together to achieve
some explicit purpose and not because of a shared ideology. In the
early days some members who were not from Habonim doubted that
AACI could remain pluralistic and nonpolitical, but it has managed to
do so, and this has always been a source of great pride to the founders.
Because it was not affiliated with or ideologically tied to any Israeli
political party or to a Zionist organization in the United States or
Israel, AACI had great difficulty in obtaining financial support. The
organizations of British and South African immigrants in Israel had
the moral backing of the Jewish communal organizations in their
countries of origin32and were financed by them, at least in part (the
Britishers also got money from the British Zionist Federation).
AACI has no comparable means of support, and its fund-raising
efforts were complicated by the fact that in the postwar years Jewish
organizations in the United States gave priority to aiding displaced
persons in Europe and East European, North African, and Middle
Eastern immigrants to
Moreover, they wanted nothing to do
with the touchy issue of emigration from the United States, which
brought up the question of dual loyalty and contradicted the generally
held view that America was the new Zion.34Because of these factors,
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AACI's funding over the years has derived from a combination of
sources. The Jewish Agency provides a small amount of financial support, but the main sources are membership dues and AACI's own
fund-raising campaigns.

Voluntarism as a Way of Life

Since most Israeli organizations are funded by outside sources, AACI
is quite unique in being member-supported. It has a number of other
features that make it different from the usual immigrant organization.
Whereas other Israeli landsmanshaftn try to perpetuate the memory
of their hometowns35or to preserve their "group culture,"36AACI was
set up to help its members "become integrated [into Israeli society]
and . . . participate in the life of the country as rapidly and fully as
p~ssible."~'It also seeks "to help Israelis better understand American
and Canadian Jewish life."38
In all of this, AACI emphasizes voluntary and nonpolitical public
action. Voluntarism is a way of life in America, and the members of
AACI try to maintain the same pattern in Israel, not only helping each
other but working together, on a voluntary basis, to exercise influence
as a pressure group. This was quite a deviation from the norm in a
country which has at least seventeen political parties, and where forming or joining a political party, rather than exerting pressure from the
outside, is considered the way to solve problems. The members of
AACI believed, however, that if Israel was less politicized, with a
stronger voluntary sector, it would be a better place to live and would
attract more Americans.
Thus, like so many American Zionists before them, dating all the
way back to Louis Brandeis, the founders of AACI sought to recast
Zionism in an American image, emphasizing efficiency, pluralism,
and American-style voluntarism over ideological concerns-much as
Brandeis himself did. Indeed, the Brandeis tradition in American Zionism should be viewed as one of the major influences on the organiati ion.^^
Membership in AACI is open to all Americans and Canadians, religious and secular, no matter what their political persuasion. Unlike the
landmanshaftn from other Western countries, AACI did not begin as
,~~
an appendage to an Israeli or American Zionist o r g a n i ~ a t i o nand
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thus its policies are determined by its members and not by its paid
staff. It is governed by volunteers, and its elected officers hire professionals who work as counselors in such areas as employment, housing,
and personal adjustment, and as fund-raisers. On the voluntary side,
committees of members work on various specialized concerns, such as
quality-of-life issues and planning the social networking necessary to
help immigrants adjust to Israel.
The members believe that volunteers are as important as professionals to AACI's success. By involving the membership at large, voluntarism makes it possible for the organization to accomplish more
than would be possible if all the work had to be done by its small staff.
In addition, voluntarism fosters a spirit of involvement that helps
make new immigrants feel needed.
For some American olim, membership in a voluntary organization
has become a more important aspect of their lives in Israel than it was
in the United States. Like immigrants from other backgrounds, Americans need the support of their landsmen. Associating with other
Americans provides a sense of stability. Through AACI they can participate in their new country in their native English. This is important,
for in additionto making friends among their fellow members, they
are able to join committees, run for office, and try to effect change in
Israel even before they have learned Hebrew and Israeli ways.

Why AACI Was Needed
Economic conditions in Israel and the Israeli attitude toward immigrants from America made self-help necessary. Wrongly stereotyped
as wealthy and spoiled, American olim had to fight an uphill battle to
gain acceptance. Many Israelis took it for granted that the hardships
of Israeli life would soon induce the Americans to give up and go
home.41With so many refugees and destitute newcomers from other
countries in need of help, it was said, the government should not waste
time and money on people whose standard of living was already good
and who would not stay long enough to make the expenditure worthwhile. AACI lobbied the Jewish Agency in an effort to change this
attitude, constantly reminding the authorities that even immigrants
from America had needs and that it was their organizational representative. The negative view of American immigrants was still preva-
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lent in the 197os, but in the eighties AACI began to develop a better
working relationship with the Agency.
Joseph Wernik, an American who emigrated to Israel in the 197os,
feels that membership in voluntary organizations was part of the commitment American olim made to Israel. Holding that aliyah is only the
first step in the evolution of a Z i o n i ~ the
, ~says
~ that "if you do not get
involved in volunteering and helping to create the type of society you
want [in Israel], you're not really fulfilling the Zionist dream."43
Wernik's own experience in Israel illustrates this. He joined AACI as
an ordinary member, eventually became its director; and later served
as countrywide representative of the Masorti (Conservative) movement. "Israel," Wernik explains, "is far from what I want Israel to be. I
believe I have to give of myself and we all do, and those who don't give
of themselves are not really Zionist in my mind."44
As an immigrant, Wernik felt comfortable about beginning his
work as a volunteer in a social and ideological environment which he
understood and which could benefit from his time and energy. Twelve
years after he settled in Israel, having established strong credentials in
voluntary American olim organizations, he became the head of the
Organization Department of the World Zionist Organization and a
member of the board of governors of the Jewish Agency, bringing his
American ways to an Israeli agency and thereby influencing its entrenched bureaucracy. Thus, through AACI Wernik had helped himself, and then went on to work for society-at-large. This was what the
founders of AACI were hoping for when they founded the organization.
What American Olim Bring to Israel
Analyzing why Americans in Israel were in the forefront of voluntarism, David Breslau, a founder of AACI and a myriad of other organizations, stated that "it's partly the training we got in America.
You just know it. It's part of your second nature. I remember my
mother teaching us to volunteer when we were little ~ h i l d r e n . " ~ ~
Discussing the same question, Joseph Wernik, who is a generation
younger; commented that "it's very much a part of being an American,
I think, giving of yourself to organizational work, for betterment of
certain causes. And that's why I believe we need more Americans
here."46Wernik felt that by encouraging immigration from America he
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was working for a healthier Israel; the more Americans there were in
Israel, he maintained, the more volunteers there would be, and the
better country Israel would become.
With the increase in immigration to Israel after the 1967 war4' came
Americans whose outlooks had been colored by the ethnic, ecology,
and consumer movements of the sixties and seventies. Many were
extremely idealistic. They came to a victorious Israel full of hope and
spirit.
Reflecting their energetic activism, AACI's 1972 convention report
was titled "AACI-Transformer for Current Changes in Israeli Life."
Echoing John E Kennedy, a delegate to the convention stated as part of
his presentation, "we ask not what Israel can do for us, but what we
can do for Israel."48Other convention delegates asserted that "AACI
can, through the application of our experience with the American
tradition of volunteerism, set examples; raise issues; criticize and lobby; and thiough effective social action improve standard^."^^ They
wanted the Jewish Agency to consult them on matters concerning new
immigrants and in so doing, to cut down on the amount of bureaucracy facing imrnigrant~.~~
This attitude represented the aggressive and confident post-1967
AACI. Being vocal meant confronting the Israeli government and the
Jewish Agency, asking for increased funding and greater control of
new immigrant policies, and fighting consumer and public health issues.
Quality-of-Life Issues
Prior to 1972 AACI had worked primarily to help new immigrants;
after 1972 it began to work for what members defined as improvements in the "quality of Israeli s~ciety."~'In the past, segments of
AACI's leadership had petitioned the government mainly for help in
rectifying housing, citizenship, and other problems confronting new
immigrants; now the demographics and mood had changed, creating
the impetus for AACI to establish a more broad-based, activist organization.
At the 1972 convention the mood was "a compound of anger, frustration and a strong commitment for change in the quality of life in
I ~ r a e l . To
"~~
put their feelings into policy, the delegates passed a "getinvolved" resolution. They wanted the organization to deal with such
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problems as social and ethnic equality, ecology, health services, and
road safety. Consumer-protection issues became important for Americans on both sides of the Atlantic. Influenced by the example of Ralph
Nader in the United States, AACI members felt that the same kind of
activism was needed in Israel.
Until this time there had been no consumer movement in Israel, but
in 1973 a new organization, Consumer Shield, came into being. Sponsored by AACI and growing out of its consumer service committee,
Consumer Shield presented consumer issues as important to all Israelis, not simply those from Western countries. Consumer Shield served
the Israeli public for nine years until its private grants ran out; its
legacy includes the elimination of lead in ceramic tableware, the sale of
fresh eggs in markets, and the purification of milk.s3

AACI Today
Some Americans joined AACI when they first arrived in Israel, utilized
its counseling services, and dropped out after a year or so when they
no longer needed it. Others made AACI's activities a major part of
their communal and social lives. Just as in the United States, many
American immigrants were active members of not just one but many
voluntary association^.'^ According to one American who belonged to
four such groups, Americans just naturally form voluntary organizations when they want to work for immigrant rights, religious tolerance, equal rights, high-quality child and health care, or any other
cause."
Over the years AACI has accomplished many of its goals. Today,
although immigrants still have to fight Israel's bureaucracy, they have
an organization that will help them deal with their problems. AACI
has brought about changes in some of the regulations that complicated immigration procedures and has provided Israelis with an example
of American-style voluntarism and pluralism.
However, questions about the true value of AACI remain. Some feel
that by providing a comfortable social life for American immigrants,
AACI prevents them from becoming part of Israeli society. Others
respond that even if this is true, the next generation will nonetheless be
Israelis, not Ameri~ans.'~
Many critics have suggested that AACI would have been more successful if it had joined or become a political party. To the members,
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however, that would have spelled failure. Their principles are as important to them as their other goals. Indeed, their principles are part of
their vision of what Israel should and could be.
Ava E Kahn received the Ph.D. in history from the University of California at Santa Barbara. She is currently researching biographies of
American women who emigrated to Israel and is finishing a volume on
Judaism in California.
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