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contrivances in politics.” And, above all, “Perhaps no
form of government needs great leaders so much as
democracy.”

William James, Writings (2 volumes, Library of
America, 1992). The most American of philosophers, a
wonderfully relaxed, humane, and engaging writer (his
brother Henry, people used to say, wrote novels like a
psychologist, while William wrote psychology like a nov-
elist), he moved on from psychology to philosophy.
James’s pragmatism, with its argument that the meaning
of ideas lies in their practical consequences, could not
have been more in the American vein.

So too was his argument for pluralism and an open
universe against those who contend for a monist system
and a closed universe. People, James wrote, can discover
partial and limited truths, truths that work for them, but
no one can discover absolute truths. He rejected the
notion that the world can be understood from a single
point of view, as he rejected the assumption that all
virtuous principles are in the end reconcilable and “the
great single-word answers to the world’s riddle” and
“the pretence of finality in truth.” He had an exhilarating
faith in the adventure of an unfinished universe. The Li-
brary of America has done its usual masterful job in
bringing his books and essays together in two compact
volumes.

Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams
(1918). Where William James saw the future as an excit-
ing adventure, his friend and contemporary Henry
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