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William James in San Francisco Earthquake and Fire
on 18 April 1906

Michiharu KURITA

William James endured the San Francisco Earthquake on 18 April 1906, in his
house on the campus of Stanford University. He went to San Francisco, and spent
four hours observing the aftermath. He went through the city again eight days later,
staying for nine days, exclusively focusing on “subjective” phenomena. Here we will
look over his 1906 pamphlet, “On Some Mental Effects of the Earthquake”.

Two things in retrospect struck him especially.

The first of these was the rapidity of the improvisation of order out of chaos.
Many natural order-makers came to the front immediately. Much of this readiness
was American, but he believed that every country in a similar crisis would have
displayed it in a way that would astonish on-lookers. Like soldiering, he believed the
quality lies always latent in human nature.

The second thing was the universal equanimity. In California every one was
suffering, but the cheerfulness or the steadfastness of tone was universal. Not a
single whine or plaintive word did he hear from the hundred victims with whom he
spoke. Instead of that there was a mood of helpfulness beyond measure.

Both were, for him, reassuring as to human nature, and he came to believe that

these are normal and universal traits.
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