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Augustine of Hippo and John Locke on Education 

Mark Cullum 

In this essay I plan to compare the educational philosophies of 
Augustine of Hippo and John Locke.' The views of these writers were 
extremely influential in this field, as in many others. By comparing the 
two we can see, in short, three things. In the first place, we will see how 
Augustine 's medieval reading of scripture led him to abandon classical 
ideals of education. Secondly, we will see how Locke 's proto
Enlightenment view of Christianity- to which he was deeply 
devoted- contributed to an optimism and utilitarianism in his 
educational writings which was quite foreign to Augustine. Thirdly, 
however, we will see how Locke 's upbeat pragmatism presents its own 
subtler dangers to educational ideals, dangers which are perhaps still 
with us today. 

Augustine's views on education may have been in the back of 
John Locke's mind as the latter composed Some Thoughts Concerning 
Education, which he published in 1693. This work grew out of a series 
of letters written by Locke to his friend, Edward Clarke, on the 
education ofhis children. Locke's specific concern was the home
schooling of the sons of English gentry- far removed from the world 
of Augustine of Hippo, an early 5111 century bishop in Roman North 
Africa. Nevertheless, Locke would have read Augustine, and their 
philosophical outlooks shared some fundamental principles. In the first 
place, they both hold that the Christian God is the foundation of 
knowledge and virtue.2 Secondly, they agree that, apart from the 
revelation of scripture, reason is man's only reliable means of accessing 
truth. 3 Thirdly, both men reject any doctrine of innate ideas, and 
emphasize instead the individual's own philosophical "eyesight."4 

Regarding education, Augustine and Locke both regard the acquisition 
of Christian virtue as far more important than mere book learning, and 
they tend to describe virtue in similar terms, namely, as the mastery of 

1 This paper was first presented at the Christian Scholar's Conference at Lipscomb University, July, 2008 . 
2 Augustine, On the Teacher, I 1.38; Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, 136; An Essay 
Concerning Human Unders tanding, 1.3. 12. 
3 Augustine, On Order, 2.1 1.31- 19.51 ; Con{, 7.10.16; Locke, Thoughts, 33 ; Neither A ugustine nor Locke 
has any interest in poetry or other ontlets of the imagination (cf Augustine, Confessions, 1.13.2 1; Locke. 
Thoughts, 174; An Essay Concerning liuman Understanding, 4.19, opposes enthusiastic religion). 
4 Augustine, On the Teacher, I I .38; Locke, Of the Conduct oft he Understanding , 20. 
















