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John Locke after 300 years

John Locke died 300 years ago and one wonders if he--along with other dead, white, men--can have any relevance for today.  In this paper I wish to re-evaluate Locke’s politics.
Given the vast distance between his times and ours, some suggest that his writings do not speak to our condition today.  Clearly, some of his writings are not directly applicable to the situation in which we find ourselves.  Nevertheless, two public policy institutes in the USA have been named after him.  It would seem that not everyone agrees that his ideas are irrelevant. 
What are the key features of Locke?  Individuals are the basic units.  Society is more, but not very much more, than the collection of these individuals.  Society must protect the rights of individuals, including the individual’s life, liberty and property.  Obviously, to ensure these, some government is needed.  Nevertheless, the government must be limited; its powers must be checked and balanced.  There must some separation of powers.  The society most consistent with Lockean principles is a commercial society with a substantial role for markets.  This sets of principles retains a vitality for us.  Locke’s principles are our principles. 

What we have to appreciate is that there are only a limited number of grand approaches to politics and Locke’s is one of these.  Some critics today may object to modernity but few, in the end, really want to abandon all aspects of our modern, Lockean world.  Taking certain parts of Locke and mixing in other elements may be appealing but it may not make a coherent whole.
A full examination of Locke’s politics cannot be undertaken here.  In order to show that Locke remains relevant for today, a few themes will be selected for closer study.







