
All rights reserved © The Canadian Historical Association/La Société historique
du Canada, 1988

This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Érudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.
https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

This article is disseminated and preserved by Érudit.
Érudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,
Université Laval, and the Université du Québec à Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.
https://www.erudit.org/en/

Document generated on 07/19/2025 6:30 a.m.

Historical Papers
Communications historiques

Philosophy, Psychology, and History: George Sidney Brett and
the Quest for a Social Science at the University of Toronto,
1910‑1940
Michael Gauvreau

Volume 23, Number 1, 1988

Windsor 1988

URI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/030987ar
DOI: https://doi.org/10.7202/030987ar

See table of contents

Publisher(s)
The Canadian Historical Association/La Société historique du Canada

ISSN
0068-8878 (print)
1712-9109 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article
Gauvreau, M. (1988). Philosophy, Psychology, and History: George Sidney Brett
and the Quest for a Social Science at the University of Toronto, 1910‑1940.
Historical Papers / Communications historiques, 23(1), 209–236.
https://doi.org/10.7202/030987ar

Article abstract
Between his appointment to the department of Philosophy at the University of
Toronto
in 1908 until his death in 1944, George Sidney Brett directed the bulk of his writing
and
teaching to the preservation of the relationship between the sciences and the
humanities.
In the face of the unpalatable extremes of scientific determinism and the
revolutionary
celebration of irrationalism, Brett resolutely asserted the unity of knowledge. This,
he
insisted, rested upon discovering a point of intersection between nature, mind,
and
society. Brett's writings emphasized the central role of psychology in preserving
this
unity. In his estimation, psychology possessed close links to the natural sciences of
physiology and biology but, more importantly, the study of the human mind was
also
vitally related to the traditional humanities of philosophy, history, and literature.
His
belief — that humanistic, philosophical values underlay the structure of
knowledge
—points to a fundamental divergence between English-Canadian and American
universities in the early twentieth century. Brett's standpoint was directed to
resisting the
fragmentation and specialization which characterized the development of the
social
sciences in American universities. The fact that Brett and some influential social
scientists at the University of Toronto pursued, until the 1940s, a method of
organizing
their disciplines which preserved the unspecialized, philosophical, and historical
emphases associated with the humanistic ideal, indicates the need to revise
explanations
of the rise of the social sciences in English-Canadian universities.
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