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Resolving the conflict between natural freedom and political authority:
In defense of Hobbesian hypothetical consent theory

WANG Yuhuan
(School of International Affairs and Public Administration, Ocean University of China, Qingdao 266100, China)

Abstract: In the classical social contract theory, theorists resolve the conflict between natural freedom and political
authority through two approaches of consent theory, namely, actual consent and hypothetical consent to justify
legitimacy of political authority. Actual consent theory represented by John Locke emphasizes voluntariness of subjects'
choice but yields to political reality and faces the criticism about how to express consent. Hypothetical consent theory
represented by Thomas Hobbes emphasizes the ideal subjects' choice in the ideal situation, yet faces the tension
between actual and hypothetical consent, the undesirability of Leviathan, hypothetical consent being an empty shell or
being unable to justify political obligation. However, these criticism are responsive: giving up the political voluntarism
consent approach which takes individual rationality as the core; limiting the range and content of the sovereign’s
authority; taking hypothetical consent as an appropriate form and fair procedure for reasoning and reconciling nature
and morality of self-interest by illustrating the meaning of reason; making sure what hypothetical consent justifies is
political legitimacy rather than political obligation. Based on these, Hobbesian hypothetical consent theory can resolve
the conflict between natural freedom and political authority and justify political legitimacy.

Key Words: political legitimacy; natural freedom; political authority; Hobbes; hypothetical consent
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