Pragmatic Alternatives to the Melting Pot Theory and 

Solutions for Modern Immigration Problems


In this essay, I shall first analyze Randolph Bourne’s concept of transnationalism and the benefits it provides. I will argue, however, that it alone is not a suitable alternative to the melting pot theory. Instead, I shall shift to Horace Kallen’s notion of cultural pluralism and make the argument that it is a more advantageous alternative than the former. Moreover, I shall demonstrate how each respective theory fits into a pragmatic framework as detailed by William James, who describes American pragmatism as an attempt to reject the single corresponding theory of truth; that is, to abandon monism and pursue theories as ends-in-themselves rather than means to achieve some end. Furthermore, he holds that these theories should thus be considered tools for respective use and as a consequence, no theory is thought to be a mirrored or True depiction of reality. Hence we find that pragmatic theories will aim at a pluralistic framework rather than advocating for a single manner from which to form ideas and values.
 Finally, I shall argue against Samuel Huntington in his assertions that incoming Latin American cultures are irreconcilable with current American cultures and instead, I shall advocate for the aforementioned theories as pragmatic tools in accomplishing this feat. 


      Bourne contends that despite the Americanization process of attempting to strip immigrants of their national heritage, the increasing influx of such individuals slowly came to achieve the exact opposite.  With their growing presence, the cultural backgrounds they brought with them came to grow and reinforce those around them.  He continues in stating that this notion of assimilation to American values, that is, to WASP
 values, is in itself a hypocritical notion as the original settlers did no such thing. They did not assimilate to the natives’ ways but instead forced their values upon them. He continues in stating that this ill-conceived Americanization coupled with a strong cultural history of arriving peoples has created a muddled form of nationalism. He goes on in saying, “…colonies live here inextricably mingled, yet not homogeneous. They merge but they do not fuse.”
 His proposed solution to this problem is transnationalism. 

       Bourne suggests that attempting to strip individuals of their mother country is absurd. As stated earlier, the increasing influx of immigrants has only increased their respective cultures here in America. And because the essential goal of America is to create a citizenship of the world result we ought to embrace their cultural traditions rather than trying to diminish them as the diversity they bring necessarily improves the condition of this goal. Moreover, in an effort to cultivate this citizenship of the world, immigrants henceforth should not only embrace their motherland’s values in spirit, but also in practice. Bourne puts forth the notion of dual-citizenship as a means for achieving this. He contends that allowing a fluid and transparent passage from America to one’s respective homeland will create a system with less conflict amongst respective individuals because the creeds of particular persons, in this case, the WASPS, shall no longer be pushed upon specific groups. These aims move towards the goal of a world citizenship and thus further the attempts at reconciling American and immigrating cultures.  


     This model works in a pragmatic fashion because it attempts to encompass a pluralistic notion of reality and thus also sheds the notion of a single-corresponding theory of truth. The melting pot hitherto has assumed as its framework that the WASPs values are the one, true essence of what America is. Bourne’s theory refutes this claim. It contends that America is innately a country of mixed individuals, of plurality, and without a singular channel from which the country’s moral pulse resonates.  He thus denies the notion that there is a single true America and instead considers America composed various different entities with their own respective truth. However, despite the fact he provides a good starting point for a practical alternative to the melting pot, Bourne’s theory does not reach far enough in doing so.

Bourne holds that in order for America to shift away from this notion of the melting pot, we must simply allow individuals, both metaphorically and literally, to return to their homeland’s way of life at their discretion. Though I agree with Bourne to an extent, I believe he is ambiguous in addressing what one ought to embrace from the motherland and what one ought to embrace from America. For instance, if we allow individuals unlimited fluidity in their respective traditions it will necessarily conflict with many of our universally accepted notions of justice in America. Susan Okin illustrates my point well in her essay, Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women?, where she describes this conflict,

“The Old Left supported the multiculturalist demands for flexibility and respect for diversity, accusing opponents of racism or cultural imperialism. At the very same time, however, the public was virtually silent about a problem of vastly greater importance to many French Arab and African immigrant women: polygamy. During the 1980s, the French government quietly permitted immigrant men to bring multiple wives into the country, to the point where an estimated 200,000 families in Paris are now polygamous...the women affected by polygamy regarded it as an inescapable and barely tolerable institution in their African countries of origin, and an unbearable imposition in the French context.”
 

This is a cultural value which we cannot concede to other cultures: the subjugation of women; or more precisely, the subjugation of the individual. In many countries, women are not considered citizens, let alone autonomous individuals, and this skewed view of humanity should not be tolerated in a country which alleges to value the individual above all. Bourne seems to be suggesting a sort of “live and let live” philosophy of diversity and again, to an extent, I agree with him. But as I reiterated earlier, there are values which cannot simply be violated at whim and such values will inevitably be violated if there is no clear language on what ought to be left at the door when one enters America. 

Kallen, on the other hand, addresses this concern of mine and provides a clear guide on what notions one ought to discard as a member of this society. His solution is an orchestral model,

“[where] every type of instrument [i.e. agent] has its specific timbre and tonality, founded in its substance and form; as every type has its appropriate theme and melody in the whole symphony, so in society each ethnic group is the natural instrument, its spirit and culture are its theme and melody, and the harmony and dissonances and discords of them all make the symphony of civilizations.”

 Kallen believed that each group ought to be given their own respective area to naturally flourish such as we see in large cities in the form of little Italys, Chinatowns and so forth. He held that it was necessary for different national groups to develop respectively within the boundaries of a mutual American society. Still, in its present form, this theory does not differ much from transnationalism, so in what respect you might ask, does this provide us with a significantly better alternative than Bourne’s?

This is accomplished not in what Kallen says immigrants should take away from their motherland, but what they should take away from America. Kallen proposes immigrants should embrace private matters concerning their national and ethnic heritage, but not in matters concerning the public. For instance, he applauds the efforts of immigrants who have created fraternal organizations, secular schools and other systems aimed at promoting one’s respective culture. However, he is ardent in his conclusion that immigrants are obliged to live by the systems of American and English history, law and language in public institutions and I fully concur with his assessment for a number of reasons. 

On the matter of language, I believe a lingua franca in each country is necessary for a nation’s social prosperity. It seems naïve to suggest that a nation can flourish if a large portion of its citizens speak a different language than another. It thus seems necessary for immigrants coming to a foreign land to learn, at least to some degree, the predominant language of their respective country of choice. In the case of America: English. Furthermore, it is clear that immigrants feel the way as a recent study by Princeton scholars 

“…concludes that English has never been seriously threatened as the dominant language in America, nor is it under threat today -- not even in Southern California, home to the largest concentration of Spanish-speaking immigrants.”

This evidence is quite transparent and clearly shows that assimilation to the dominant language of our respective country is done almost without exception amongst immigrants. 

Moreover, on the matter of law and history, I find it even more crucial that immigrants abide by these standards as these are essential standards for American life as we know it. I shall revert back to my earlier example of Susan Okin’s description of French Arab and African women to exemplify this notion. In many countries the status of woman is barely above that of an animal and when immigrants are given a free-pass to carry on these misogynistic traditions, such as the case in France, the dissolution of the democratic spirit is imminent. We cannot tolerate any traditions in America which promote such behavior as it is clearly not in the best interest of the individual and is in clear contrast to our laws and traditions. If we assume for a moment, that the United States followed suite with France and allowed polygamy despite the wishes of the women, what would happen? The result would mostly likely be that the sexist behavior exhibited by the male immigrants would impose an influence on the women’s children and this would reverberate throughout society and in turn we as a people would be taking a step backwards in social progress. The fact of the matter is some things are simply disadvantageous to America’s progress. And the subjugation of the individual is one of these disadvantageous things. It is clear that the history and law of America is very much based on securing the autonomy and freedom of the individual and thus, if we allow peoples to freely bring in their traditions which clearly conflict with our notions of justice, we shall undoubtedly initiate the inexorable destruction of the precepts of America which make it so unique in the global spectrum.

Kallen's ideas regarding private matters are pragmatic in the same manner that Bourne's transnationalism is, in that, it too aims for pluralism and attempts to discard the notion of the single-corresponding theory of truth. He does not suggest immigrants should conform to anything but their own cultural traditions which he says are of a “psychophysical inheritance”.
 Thus, he rejects the notion of a single, true manner in which to live one’s life. In public matters, Kallen's notions are also pragmatic even though he recommends complete assimilation to America’s public entities. He is not, however, stating that America’s manner of living is the single, best way in which to live life but that for our respective nation, assimilation to public entities is the most advantageous option for us at the current moment.

From the evidence provided hitherto, I hope it is abundantly clear to the reader that both theories help advance the goal of a multicultural society. However, one might still be asking what these theories can provide us with in 21st century America in regards to our immigration problems. These concerns shall be addressed henceforth.

I shall first begin by addressing concerns that Samuel Huntington has raised regarding the nature of Latin American immigrants. Huntington alleges that America is defined partly by its adherence to “the Christian religion, Protestant values and moralism, a work ethic, the English language...”
 

In contrast, he claims, Mexican culture is defined in part by

“Central Hispanic traits [which includes adherence to Catholicism]…lack of initiative, self-reliance, and ambition; [a] low priority for education; [and] acceptance of poverty as a virtue necessary for entrance into heaven”.
  

I shall firstly argue against the notion of Christianity and Protestant values and moralism as the center of American religious belief by stating that the fastest growing religion in America is in fact, no religion at all. 

“The American Religious Identification Survey gave nonreligious groups the largest gain in terms of absolute numbers: 14.3 million (8.4% of the population) to 29.4 million (14.1% of the population) for the period 1990–2001 in the U.S.”
 

Furthermore, 

“The 2001 American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS) survey, which involved 50,000 participants, reported that the number of participants in the survey identifying themselves as deists grew at the rate of 717% between 1990 and 2001. If this were generalized to the US population as a whole, it would make deism the fastest-growing religious classification in the US…”
 

It should be quite clear to the reader at this time that religion is in decline in America and non-religion is increasingly becoming the predominant choice thus disproving the claim that Christianity or Protestant values are at the core of America’s pulse. Furthermore, the trends of Mexico are analogous hence supporting my claim that the two cultures can be easily reconciled in regards to religion. “According to INEGI, in Mexico, the number of atheists grows annually by 5.2%, while the number of Catholics grows by 1.7%.”
 With this evidence at hand, the reader should conclude that the religious beliefs within both cultures are becoming increasingly similar and not opposing, as advocated by Huntington. 

In this section I shall argue against Huntington’s claim that Mexican and Latin American immigrants exhibit a “lack of initiative, self-reliance, and ambition” and as well as argue against an innate “work ethic” of Americans. Huntington cites a third generation Mexican-American in Arizona as his evidence for alleging that Mexicans are of the former nature
. Now, I could retort with the fact that Huntington clearly commits a fallacy of composition in his grossly generalized assessment, but instead, I shall focus on data from federal agencies to refute his claim. It has been reported by the Census Bureau that “Of immigrant households, 82 percent have at least one worker compared to 73 percent of native households.”
 Thus, with this evidence in hand, the reader ought to be wholly unconvinced of Huntington’s argument. In short, the evidence provided by Huntington represents a single case of an apathetic individual and his peers; it does not, however, accurately depict a particular people’s working habits as shown in the anecdotal evidence as well as the census data I have provided.

Finally, I shall use this last section to argue against the notion that Mexican and Latin American immigrants have a low priority for education and do not have great enthusiasm for the English language. I shall begin by quoting the Census Bureau once more which illustrates my point regarding education, “the share of immigrants and natives who are college graduates is about the same.”
 Furthermore, 

“In 1980, just 19 percent of immigrants aged 25 to 64 held a bachelor’s degree, and nearly 40 percent had not completed high school. By 2010, 30 percent of working-age immigrants had at least a college degree and 28 percent lacked a high school diploma.”
 

These trends are not ambiguous. It should be quite clear to the reader that Mexican and Latin American immigrants indeed have a great thirst for education and have continued in a steady manner in achieving their respective educational goals. Moreover, one can see the same trends in regards to English as illustrated by the Princeton study which I quoted earlier, “In the third generation, only 17 percent of Mexican immigrants still speak fluent Spanish, and in the fourth generation, just 5 percent.”
 With all of the evidence presented thus far, the reader should have no equivocations regarding the very feasible nature by which Latino and American cultures can be reconciled. 


In this final section, I shall conclude with details on how Bourne’s and Kallen’s theories, respectively, can each offer us tools with which we can use to solve our problems of reconciliation of the two cultures. With the concept of transnationalism, we can offer Latin American and Mexican immigrants the option to freely pass between America and their respective country because the two cultures are steadily becoming reconciled on their own, as I have argued, this trend will be reinforced when immigrants are able to fluidly transition and are not forced into a specific standard advocated by America in their private matters. Cultural pluralism, moreover, allows for the same fluidity in private matters and will help promote individual cultures and their flourishing here in America. On the flip side, in matters concerning the public, the trends of reconciliation will be further promoted by immigrant’s clear and utter willingness to accede to matters of language, law and history. In conjecture, these theories greatly further the reconciliation process of both cultures and bring us one step closer to multicultural community here in America. 
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