
John Locke, Some Thoughts on Education (1693), excerpted from sections 42-45. 

Section 42. Thus much for the settling your authority over your children in general. Fear and awe 

ought to give you the first power over their minds, and love and friendship in riper years to hold 

it: for the time must come, when they will be past the rod and correction; and then, if the love of 

you make them not obedient and dutiful, if the love of virtue and reputation keep them not in 

laudable courses, I ask, what hold will you have upon them to turn them to it? Indeed, fear of 

having a scanty portion if they displease you, may make them slaves to your estate, but they will 

be nevertheless ill and wicked in private; and that restraint will not last always. Every man must 

some time or other be trusted to himself and his own conduct; and he that is a good, a virtuous, 

and able man, must be made so within. And therefore what he is to receive from education, what 

is to sway and influence his life, must be something put into him betimes; habits woven into the 

very principles of his nature, and not a counterfeit carriage, and dissembled outside, put on by 

fear, only to avoid the present anger of a father who perhaps may disinherit him. 

Section 43. This being laid down in general, as the course that ought to be taken, 'tis fit we now 

come to consider the parts of the discipline to be us'd, a little more particularly. I have spoken so 

much of carrying a strict hand over children, that perhaps I shall be suspected of not considering 

enough, what is due to their tender age and constitutions. But that opinion will vanish, when you 

have heard me a little farther: for I am very apt to think, that great severity of punishment does 

but very little good, nay, great harm in education; and I believe it will be found that, caeteris 

paribus, those children who have been most chastis'd, seldom make the best men. All that I have 

hitherto contended for, is, that whatsoever rigor is necessary, it is more to be us'd, the younger 

children are; and having by a due application wrought its effect, it is to be relax'd, and chang'd 

into a milder sort of government. 

Section 44. A compliance and suppleness of their wills, being by a steady hand introduc'd by 

parents, before children have memories to retain the beginnings of it, will seem natural to them, 

and work afterwards in them as if it were so, preventing all occasions of struggling or repining. 

The only care is, that it be begun early, and inflexibly kept to 'till awe and respect be grown 

familiar, and there appears not the least reluctancy in the submission, and ready obedience of 

their minds. When this reverence is once thus established, (which it must be early, or else it will 

cost pains and blows to recover it, and the more the longer it is deferr'd) 'tis by it, still mix'd with 

as much indulgence as they make not an ill use of, and not by beating, chiding, or other servile 

punishments, they are for the future to be govern'd as they grow up to more understanding. 

Section 45. That this is so, will be easily allow'd, when it is but consider'd, what is to be aim'd at 

in an ingenuous education; and upon what it turns. 

1. He that has not a mastery over his inclinations, he that knows not how to resist the importunity 

of present pleasure or pain, for the sake of what reason tells him is fit to be done, wants the true 

principle of virtue and industry, and is in danger never to be good for anything. This temper 

therefore, so contrary to unguided nature, is to be got betimes; and this habit, as the true 

foundation of future ability and happiness, is to be wrought into the mind as early as may be, 

even from the first dawnings of knowledge or apprehension in children, and so to be confirm'd in 

them, by all the care and ways imaginable, by those who have the oversight of their education. 



Section 46. 2. On the other side, if the mind be curb'd, and humbled too much in children; if their 

spirits be abas'd and broken much, by too strict an hand over them, they lose all their vigour and 

industry, and are in a worse state than the former. For extravagant young fellows, that have 

liveliness and spirit, come sometimes to be set right, and so make able and great men; but 

dejected minds, timorous and tame, and low spirits, are hardly ever to be rais'd, and very seldom 

attain to any thing. To avoid the danger that is on either hand, is the great art; and he that has 

found a way how to keep up a child's spirit easy, active, and free, and yet at the same time to 

restrain him from many things he has a mind to, and to draw him to things that are uneasy to 

him; he, I say, that knows how to reconcile these seeming contradictions, has, in my opinion, got 

the true secret of education. 

 


